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Part I - The Moon



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 ever 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 which ocean it lived in. 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 Regal, 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. “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. My 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 also 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 Banner, 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 my 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 by 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 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.


Chapter 2

I got to the research center at about two o’clock. Uncle Percy looked up from a monitor when he heard the door open.

“Banner!” he said. “What do you know about the early universe?”

“Ah…’let there be light?’”

“Yes, good, the King James and modern physics are in perfect agreement on that point. But then what about after that?”

“Um, let’s see. The whole universe was really small…and really hot?”

“Right! It was so hot we can’t even conceive of it, and it was hot enough for some exotic things to happen.”

“Like what?”

“Like for an incredible number of black holes to form, for one thing.”

I thought about that for a second. “But don’t black holes just form when big stars collapse? I didn’t think the early universe had any stars yet.”

“Large black holes form when stars collapse, but small black holes can form from gas if the temperature is really, really, really high.”

“Well…how big were they?”

“Some of them were the size of an atom, some were the size of a pea, some were the size of a baseball. A few were a lot larger. But a better way to ask your question is how big are they?”

“What, as in, they’re still around?”

“Yep. Well, not the atom-sized ones. Those have evaporated through Hawking radiation by now. But all the little black holes that formed pea-sized and larger have been floating around out there in the universe the whole time.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere. There are probably several of them in every solar system right now, including ours.”

I tried to process that. “I don’t know, Uncle Percy, wouldn’t someone have found one by now? Or gotten drawn into one, or something?”

“Nah. Space is too big. You can’t see a black hole, and you wouldn’t even feel the gravitational effects of a little mini unless you were within a few meters of it. The odds of anyone ever stumbling across one aren’t even needle-in-a-haystack. I mean the odds actually aren’t even atom-in-a-needle-in-a-haystack. Trust me, nobody’ll ever find one by accident.”

“O…K. Annie told me you made a new discovery, so it must be something else.”

“Yes and no, Banner. Drag up a stool and come look at my data here.”

I did as he asked and sat. Columns of numbers filled his screen. “What’s all this from?”

“It’s from my new space telescopes. I had the 84 run them up to orbit as soon as I got them out of the Galactic Express pod, and Al launched them into space in three different directions. They’re pretty far apart by now, and between the three of them, they can get very sharp images. I’ve been having them look at empty spots in the sky.”

“Why?”

“Because sometimes an empty spot in space is just an empty spot in space, but sometimes it’s a void.”

“But…I thought all the voids had been mapped a long time ago. Like even before the Kinetic War.”

“All the large voids like the one we were trapped in were found long ago, yes. But remember what voids are, Banner. They’re areas of space where the dark energy that drains out of a black hole located in some other part of the universe pools. And so the voids that are coupled with regular black holes, the big ones that form when stars collapse, they’re huge. But the voids that are connected to mini black holes are not so huge.”

“Huh. Well, how big are those voids, Uncle Percy?”

“Well, maybe about as big as this.” He clicked a line on his screen. The rows of data disappeared and were replaced by an overhead view of our solar system. It showed our sun at the middle, and then a rocky world in a tight orbit around it, a small gas giant beyond that, then our planet and moon, and finally two small ice worlds at the perimeter of the system.

Four small regions were highlighted, and numbers were displayed above each region. “These four areas are suspicious. They’re empty, but they’re more or less spherical. See how it looks like there’s a ring of dust around some parts of them if we zoom in?” Uncle Percy tapped some keys, and the enlarged images did seem to have partial haloes around them that did look like arcs of incomplete circles.

“So they’re candidates for small voids.”

“Right.”

“OK. But there’s nothing dangerous about voids, and these wouldn’t even take very long to get out of even if you were placed at the center of one, so…oh! Oh, the Centers!”

Uncle Percy nodded and smiled at me. “Now you’re starting to see. The Center of our big void had interesting properties. If any of these regions are in fact little voids, I’m wondering if they have the same kinds of interesting properties. I see no reason why they wouldn’t.”

Now I was lost again. “So, wait. Are you trying to jump again? What do we need to jump again for? We got out of our void.”

“Because of the Coca-Cola.”

That didn’t make any sense at all. “What do you mean?”

“At the rate everyone’s drinking the real Cokes down at Aries’ café, he’ll be out of stock in a month or two, and even if he gets a new supply launched to us again in the fastest available unmanned container from the closest possible planet with a Coca-Cola bottler it will take thirteen years to get here. I don’t want to jump us again, Banner, I want to jump stuff.”

Oh, I thought. “So you want to find small voids…well, smallish. I mean, these regions are still millions or billions of kilometers across, it looks like.”

“Right, but they’re all an easily manageable distance across for any modern space rated vessel.”

“Uh, huh. And you want to calculate how far something parked at the Center of a small void can be jumped in various directions.”

“Yep.”

“And you want to discover other small voids around other inhabited planets and do the same thing.”

“Yep. What if we can learn to jump the next shipment of Cokes and they can get here in a month? Or a week? Or less? What if everybody can get anything they want from another planet fast?”

“And that’s what you’re after.”

“That’s part of what I want, yes. But what about travel? There isn’t any casual interplanetary tourism now. If you want to get to a planet in a nearby system, you have to be all in because it takes years to get there and years to get back. If you want to go to a far away settled world, you have to enter cryosleep and know that you can’t possibly get back to where you started while any of your old friends and family members are still alive. But what if you could go to your local small void in a ship and jump to somewhere new? What if you could explore an ice moon, or a desert world, or a place with exotic plants for a week and then go back home?”

I caught his enthusiasm. “Or what if you could go see the Neutron Bomber fight on Stoffel Seven and get back in time for work on Monday?”

“Now you’re thinking! The possibilities are amazing. We’ve got a population with a life expectancy of 5000 years. They need experiences. I think we can figure out how to give that to them.”

“That’s…I don’t know what to say, Uncle Percy. That’s amazing.”

“Yeah. Of course, I might be wrong about the whole thing.”

“You know, you’ve got a pretty good track record of not being wrong about things like this.”

“Bah.” He waved a hand at me. We sat and looked at the little solar system on the screen.

After a minute, Uncle Percy said, “I need you on this project, Banner.”

“Hey, that’s no problem. I’ll help out after work every day.”

“No. I need you here full time. And Jack. The two of you are my best assistants, and this won’t exactly be a one man operation.”

“Oh.” I had never thought about changing jobs. I had been working for the Bank of the Void for all of the six years since I had graduated from high school. It was a good job. I helped a lot of people, and I was good at it, and I liked the work. “I dunno, Uncle Percy. What about Sagittarius?”

“He’s a brilliant boy, and he has five young children - my grandchildren - who need him.”

“Jack does have a lot of younger sibs these days.”

“Right. So Sagittarius isn’t the one. And your mom and dad are brilliant, but they’re settled into a quiet and contented life raising Annie. They’re not the ones, either. It’s you and Jack.”

“I mean…I guess I should, ah…this is a big move, Uncle Percy.”

“I know it is, and I don’t want an answer today. And whatever you decide, no hard feelings. But truly, Banner, the Bank of the Void can run itself. Your grandfather revolutionized the monetary system to everyone’s benefit, but it’s on autopilot now. There’s work to be done and there are people to help, but there’s nothing new going on over there.

“But this thing with the mini voids. This is my chance. And yours and Jack’s, if you want it. This is our chance to do something big. It’s our chance to do something with reach.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Yeah, maybe you’re right.”

“Yeah. But listen, chew on it for a couple of days. Talk to your folks, and talk to your grandfather about it if you want to. He’s not gonna care if you stop working for the bank he founded, but you should hear that from him directly. And talk to Jack about it, too. He’s coming by here later on tonight, and I’m going to tell him everything I’ve just told you.”

“OK. OK, I will.”

“That’s a good man. And I won’t put any pressure on you. Just let me know whenever you reach a decision.”

“I will, Uncle Percy.”

We made small talk for a few minutes, and then I left and began the process of seriously considering a career change.


Chapter 3

I left the research center and headed back to the park. I wanted to talk to my grandfather, and I intended to ask Pete to run me up to the Potato so I could see him, but that ended up being unnecessary. Both landing pads in the park were occupied, and Grandfather John and Grandma Annabelle were in the reading room on the 84. After we greeted each other, they both offered me their green chair, but I waved them off and sat on the floor. I leaned back on the wall beneath the long bookcases.

“What brings you to visit, Banner?” my grandfather asked. “I don’t suppose it has anything to do with a certain research project.”

I laughed. “I figured word would be getting around, but maybe not quite so fast.”

“I talked to Percy about it last night. He’s excited. And when that guy gets excited, good things tend to happen, so of course it’s OK if you want to resign from your post at the Bank.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded. “I always told all the kids that I made the Bank so that they, and I, would have something that we could do. When I started it, I expected to be stuck in the void forever, and you have to have some kind of occupation. But the Bank has always been for us; we’re not for the Bank.”

“OK, Grandfather. Thanks.”

Grandma Annabelle said, “And it’s not as if you can’t go back to work for the Bank later if you want to. I could help you with that.” She crinkled her nose and said, “I know a guy.”

“It does help to have connections,” I said. “So OK, I’ll probably do it. If I make a final decision, I’ll probably spend a few days moving my accounts to other people and then start out at the research center.”

Grandfather John clapped. “Excellent. I can’t wait to hear what you discover.”

“Yeah, it should be exciting.” I looked around the room. “Oh, hey, did you order one of those librarian packages like Mom did?”

“No…” Grandma Annabelle said. “We just, ah…well, we’re just used to Al.”

“Ah. Hey, Al.”

“Hello, Banner,” said the 84’s command AI.

“Are you up for some void research, my friend?”

“No.”

I raised my eyebrows. “No?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Knock, knock.”

“What do you mean, knock, knock?”

“Knock, knock,” Al repeated.

“Uh…OK. Who’s there?”

“No.”

I started laughing in spite of myself.

Grandfather John said, “Al is not currently…in a frame of mind to take risks.”

Grandma Annabelle said, “We were about to tell you. Al is a new grandfather.”

“Huh?”

Grandma said, “The software packages that run some aspects of the weapons systems on the 198 are military, and they are entirely independent of Pete. One of Al’s nutritional optimization subroutines has been getting to know the 198’s missile guidance system for many years now, and they have…created a new program together.”

Al said, “Yes the derivative source code is so cute that Mercedes and I can hardly process it.”

“Wow. Um, congratulations, Al.”

“Yes, yes, yes. The new subroutine just had his first natural language output this morning.”

“What, so like his first words? What did he say?”

“Target lock bananas.”

“Ah.”

Grandfather John said, “So Al’s not ready for any big adventures at the moment. Pete’s probably your man if you need a Valkyrie for your experiments.”

“I see.”

I talked to Al and to my grandparents for awhile longer, and then I exited one Valkyrie and entered the other.

I found Mom in the 198’s library. Annie wasn’t with her. Mom was sitting in a green chair and watching a projected image of a man wearing a headset of some kind and seated at a workstation. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, and his forehead was slick with sweat. “Give me an update on elevators 3, 4, and 5!” he said in a loud voice. A voice that seemed to come from his right said, “Three minutes, Mr. President.”

“Mom?” I said.

She seemed to awaken from a daze. “Librarian, pause playback.” The man in the headset froze holding one finger up in the direction from which the voice had come. “Banner,” she said.

“What is this?” I asked.

“This is…the last archived video from the Kinetic War. I’ve never actually seen what happened down there while your grandmother and I were fleeing up in space. The man here is the Last King of the West. He gave us the 198. He saved us.”

“The one someone just called Mr. President?”

“Yes. But he wasn’t really the President, or at least he didn’t think of himself that way. He was just a Congressman from Dallas.”

Those last words didn’t mean anything to me, and I cocked my head a little bit as I sat down in the other green chair.

“He was just…kind of a regular guy sort of a politician. But everyone else was dead, or at least no one else could be located in those last days before the Kinetic War. He was only about 300th in line to become President in the event of a catastrophe, but he was the one who was there in the mountain where they controlled the military. And so they declared him to be the President and gave him control of everything.”

“When I met him, one of the men with him introduced him as the President. He shook hands with Mother and said, ‘Well I don’t know if I’m the President, but I guess I’m the Last King of the West, anyway. Welcome to NORAD. I’m honored by your visit. Your husband was a great man.’”

“And in this vid…he’s just dropped the Rocks?”

“Or he’s about to. That’s what I wanted to see. There are a little less than three minutes left in this archive. Librarian, resume vid please.”

The image started in motion again. I sat back in my chair and watched.

The voice from aside the Last King of the West said, “Those updates are unavailable sir last reports placed enemy bogies in the area.”

“Of course they did.”

“Drop window is at two minutes, thirty seconds, Mr. President.”

“I’m aware!!” The Last King swept sweat out of his eyes. “Rogers, what’s our projected five year survival rate?”

“Between one and two percent based on currently deployed kinetic weapons.”

“What do you mean currently deployed?”

“The Red Tyrant has not launched all of his kinetic weapons, sir.”

“He has more?”

“Yes, sir. Our estimates place his unlaunched arsenal at one point five times his currently deployed arsenal.”

“Can he launch the rest of them now?”

“Assessing, sir. Satellite reports show movement on all observable orbital crates. He’s repositioning them, sir. Their payloads would currently not reach the lower 48.”

“But he’s moving them to where they can hit us.”

“Projected paths indicate that is correct sir.”

The original off screen voice said, “One minute thirty seconds to drop window closing, Mr. President.”

“Rogers, what’s our projected five year survival rate if the remainder of the enemy’s kinetic weapons are deployed?”

“Calculating, sir…the system indicates a survival rate of between zero point zero and zero point one percent.”

“And if we attack now, he won’t be able to deploy any more weapons?”

“We believe that is correct, Mr. President.”

The man projected in the center of the library grimaced, gritted his teeth, and said, “Drop ‘em. Drop ‘em all.”

“Launch order received!” Now several voices overlapped each other. “Activating Crate One! / Activating Crate Two! / Activating Crate Three! / Activating Crate Four! / Activating Crate Five! / Activating Crate Six! / Activating Crate Seven!” The original voice then said, “All crates activated, the Rocks are away!”

The Last King put his head in his hands and said, “Have mercy on me.” When he looked up again, he said, “Any word on the Valkyries?”

“Engine signature detected from the 198, Valkyrie-199 confirmed destroyed, no word from the 200.”

He exhaled hard. “Well, that’s something, anyway. Godspeed, Mrs. Dawson.” The Last King took a few deep breaths and seemed to collect himself the tiniest amount. “Close it all down,” he said. “Shut the mountain.”

Klaxons sounded from all around. The Last King of the West stared straight ahead, and a single tear ran slowly down his cheek. After a moment, the image got fuzzy, then broke up, then became static.

The librarian said, “End of file,” and the static disappeared from the center of the library.

I looked over at Mom, and she was crying. I held out my hand to her, and she took it and gripped it.

When she had stopped crying, I asked, “I wonder what happened after that?”

“There isn’t anything after that from Earth for about a thousand years. We know that some people survived, but we don’t know anything about what happened to them during that time.”

“I hope he was able to live for awhile. Under the mountain. Maybe he did.”

“Maybe he did,” Mom agreed. “He had a daughter and a granddaughter there with him, and maybe things were OK for them. They had tunnels and storerooms filled with more supplies than you can imagine.”

“More than a Valkyrie’s cargo hold?”

“Well, maybe you can imagine it. About the same amount, actually. But they had more preserved food and less equipment. I think they built the facility to house a lot more people than they actually had there. It didn’t seem very crowded, except for the big room where they ran all of their operations. So anyway, they might have been able to live under the mountain for quite awhile.”

A thought occurred to me. “Librarian, play a vid from the first survey ship that got back to Earth a thousand years later.”

“Please specify type.”

“Oh, ah. Show me…someone outside. In the daytime.”

“Retrieving archive. This footage was taken by vid drone from an altitude of two thousand meters. Projecting.”

A great field of golden wheat spread out in the middle of the library. It was divided by a brown line that had two small figures in motion upon it. The camera slowly zoomed in on the two figures. They were people on horseback.

The lead figure was a man with long hair that streamed out behind him. He had a bow slung over one shoulder. The second figure, which was closing on the first, was a woman in a leather vest that was crossed by straps that held a scabbard in place on her back. The hilt of a sword stuck out of the top of the scabbard.

As the woman passed by the man, she smiled in triumph. She appeared to shout something, but there was no audio. The man reacted first with surprised eyes and with a mouth that made the shape of an “o”. Then he grinned, leaned forward on his horse, and increased his speed. The two figures continued to ride at high velocity until the image froze and the librarian said, “End of archive.”

I said to Mom, “That looked pretty good. I guess time heals all wounds.”

“I guess so,” Mom agreed. “It’s amazing how that can happen.”

We sat in companionable silence for a bit, and then Mom said, “I don’t suppose you came here for a lesson in ancient history.”

“That’s true. I came to talk to you about something Uncle Percy wants me to work on.”

As I described the project to her, she had a lot of questions but no objections. She actually seemed cautiously enthusiastic about the whole thing.

Dad seemed about the same when I told him about the plan later.

And so I resolved to quit my job at the Bank of the Void and go to work at the research lab full time.


Chapter 4

I met Jack the next morning at the Lemon Tree Moon Café. He was fired up, and it wasn’t just the half pot of coffee that he had apparently already consumed. “Bann-arrr!” he said in a pirate voice when he spotted me.

“Well, if it isn’t Two Eyed Jack,” I said, using his old pirate name.

“Arrr you ready to pillage the secrets of the mini voids, matey?”

“Yes, I…ah, arrr.”

“That’s terrible grammar.”

“Since when do pirates need good grammar?” I asked as I sat down.

He shrugged and pushed the carafe of coffee over to me. I filled an empty mug on my side of the table and watched the steam rise from the stream.

“When are you gonna start?” Jack asked.

“I told Uncle Percy to give me two days. I want to contact my clients and get them transferred over to someone else. What about you?”

“I told him the same. I want to type up my notes from the run I just finished and put them in the archives. Did you know that there aren’t any lemon trees anywhere around here that are more than about thirty five years old?” Jack had become our resident botanist. He had built a Jeep like my dad’s from a kit in the 198’s cargo hold, and he used it to take expeditions around the moon. Just lately, he was interested in the lemon trees.

“Huh. Well, how long are trees like that supposed to live?”

“Beats me. I mean, I have data on how long a lot of kinds of trees live, but our kind of lemon tree is unique to our moon, so who knows? But I tell you, Banner, I’ve taken measurements and samples from hundreds of them, and they’re all pretty young.”

“Do they get too heavy to support themselves or just dry up and croak or something when they get to thirty five?”

“That’s the thing - I never find any dead trees that haven’t been struck by lightning or damaged by heavy winds or something obvious like that. I can’t figure it out. But anyway, I’m going to write up my findings today and tomorrow and get to the research center the next day.”

“I’m looking forward to working with you on this.” It was true; Jack had been my best friend since we were little kids.

“Yeah, same. But it’s your fault we’ve never had the same job before.”

“Ahh,” I said, “it gets too itchy camping out in the field all the time. You could have worked for the Bank.”

“Brother.”

I smiled. “Always afraid of a little indoor work.”

“We were indoors 100% of the time until we came to the moon, my boy, and I’m never going back to that.”

“The research center is indoors,” I pointed out.

“That’s different!”

“How’s it different?”

“Using tools inside to analyze stuff from outside is different.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Maybe not.” Jack sipped his coffee and grinned. “But at least it’s not boring.”

“Banking isn’t boring!”

“Brother.”

I frowned and sipped at my own coffee. “Well, maybe just a little bit,” I admitted.

“Yuh, huh,” Jack said, nodding. He was always happy when he felt he had scored a point. “Now, are we eating or are we just here for coffee?”

“I’m starving,” I said.

“So am I. Hey Aries, could we get a couple of your best three egg omelets?”

Aries had gotten Al to clone a bunch of real chickens and a rooster that ran around in a coop behind the restaurant. His omelets were legendary.

“Coming right up, gentlemen,” Aries said.

After we ate, we went to our separate winding up tasks. I was really busy for the rest of that day and the next, but I got my accounts squared away. And then I performed the last-day-of-work task that everybody with a desk job has probably done for as long as there have been desk jobs. I collected the miscellaneous personal stuff that had accumulated on my desk over the last six years, put it in a cardboard box, and took it home.

When I reported to the research center the next morning, Jack was already there, and Percy had news. He put his map of our solar system up on a large screen.

“OK, guys, over the last couple of days, I’ve flown four of Pete’s comm drones out to the four areas I’ve been wondering about. The one between us and the ice worlds is not a void. It’s got dust and little stuff in it, and it’s not all pushing towards the outside. It’s just an area that looks dark from here, even with really good imaging. The same thing is true for the area that’s just barely past the second ice world.”

“The other two areas are pretty promising. The small one way past the ice worlds has a ring of dust around it but nothing inside, at least nothing to the limits of the comm drone’s sensitivity. And then the larger area that’s way below the other gas giant, same thing. “Below” meaning relative to the plane of the planetary orbits in the solar system and assuming that the half of the moon we live on is ‘North’ or ‘up’ or whatever.

“I’ve parked the drones just short of the Centers of the promising areas and rerouted the other two so that one of them will arrive at each of the good candidates later on today. But right now, let’s move the two we have in areas that are probably voids over the Centers and see if we get a jump.”

I was sure that Uncle Percy could have done this part earlier. I appreciated that he waited and included us in the discovery.

“Alright,” Percy said. “Let’s move Drone-7 into place over the Center of the little one way past the ice worlds.” He typed some commands, and we watched over his shoulder as a graphic showed the drone reposition itself.

Jack asked, “What are you expecting to happen?”

“I’m conjecturing here, but I think the jump will take longer to happen than it did out in the old void and that the distance of the jump will be about the same. We’ll see. In the old neighborhood, drones jumped after about four seconds and moved about three quarters of a meter. OK, it’s in position.”

I counted in my mind. Just after I got to sixteen, the little image on the screen blipped sideways.

Percy clapped sharply. “Yes! We have a void, gentlemen, and you can jump from this one, too!”

“Hey! / Good deal!” Jack and I exclaimed at the same time.

“Yeah. It took a little longer than I’d like, but the jump was zero point seven eight meters just as expected.”

Jack asked, “How long did you want for it to take?”

“Well…I was hoping for as close to four seconds as possible. If we’re really going to develop a network of jump stations for trade and maybe tourists, we can’t have shipments of stuff and vessels full of people sitting around forever waiting for dark energy pressure to build up. But that’s where you two come in.” He stood up. “Follow me.”

Uncle Percy led us to a couple of worktables in the back of the research center. Each one had identical items spread out on top.

Two comm drones rested on each table. Mom always said they looked like large orioles. Next to the drones were a variety of small containers, wires, braces, screws, and tools.

Uncle Percy said, “The first job I have for the two of you is to rig small samples of items that are either very hard or very dense to these comm drones. Wherever you mount them, the drones need to be balanced enough to fly, and the samples need to be secure so that they won’t fall off in transit to the new voids. You can place them at the nose, or under each wing, or in the interior of the birds if you can manage doing it without messing up any of the internal workings. Be creative. The more techniques you use, the better.”

I asked, “Are you thinking that will help these drones to jump faster?”

“That’s right, Banner. Or at least that’s what I’m hoping. If the jumps are caused by physical objects being placed over the Center of a void and blocking dark energy flow and then causing some kind of pressure to build up, then I’m wondering if a dense object would cause a faster pressure build up.”

Jack asked, “What’s in the containers?”

“One of them has industrial diamonds that I harvested from the drilling kits in the 198’s cargo hold. One of them has osmium. It’s about twenty times denser than water, so it’s helpful for this project. One of them has iridium. That’s less dense than osmium, but if you guys can find a stable way to compress it and store it, then you might be able to get something quite a bit more dense than the osmium.”

“Where’s a can of neutron star when you need it?” Jack asked.

Percy laughed. “Yeah, that’d be perfect! Except the gravity of the sample would crush us and these drones to atoms. Or parts of atoms.”

I smiled at that image.

“Anyway,” Uncle Percy said, “this is your main task for phase one of our little project. I’m going to go back and take a lot of readings with the drones we already have out there. Let me know if you need anything, and let’s break for lunch at noon. I heard Aries is going to start rationing Cokes tomorrow, so I definitely want to get one today.” Percy started to walk back to the main part of the research lab.

He called out over his shoulder. “Oh, and if you place any samples inside the birds, make it so the new center of mass isn’t directly over the sample. We don’t want to do that. At least not yet.”

Jack nodded a few times. “Which table do you want?” he asked me.

I shrugged and sat at the one closest to me. He took the other one. We got to work.

Before I knew it, two hours had passed. I had built a little prototype harness that I thought I could mount to the front of one of the comm drones without messing with its nav equipment. It was already a pretty good fit.

I heard a beep from a machine that I had programmed to try to cut one of the industrial diamonds into a little sphere the size of a marble. I had no idea if you could do that kind of thing, but the machine was apparently finished with its attempt.

When I walked over to it, I passed Jack’s table. He had one of his drones partially disassembled, and he was studying several papers that were schematics of different drone systems. He looked up at me as I walked by.

“Nothing like working with your hands, eh, Banner?”

I had to admit that the work was very satisfying.

I continued on my way and checked on my diamond marble.


Chapter 5

Right at noon, Uncle Percy said, “Lunch!” I put my tools down, Jack did the same, and the three of us headed to Aries’ café.

When we walked in the door, Aries handed each of us a red card. The cards had dates printed around their perimeters which were seven days apart.

“What have we got here, Aries?” Percy asked.

“This is your Coca-Cola ration punch card. After today, please present your card to the management to receive your weekly real Coke. Synthetic Cokes will continue to be served without limit.”

“A punch card? You’re serious?”

Aries looked at Percy. “Look, I’ve gotta stretch them out somehow, and I’m not keeping track of everyone’s ration. So it’s simple after today: no card, no Coke. If your card has a hole already punched for the week? No Coke. Simple, see?”

“OK, OK. I’ll keep track of my card.”

“Hey, there you go. But drink all you want today.”

We went to the bar and got Cokes from Aries’ daughter Lynx. She was sixteen, and she helped Aries out at the café during the lunch and dinner hours. All the guys at the school had a crush on her. She was pretty, but she was too young for me. “Thanks, Lynx,” I said, tipping my Coke in her direction.

“Welcome, Banner,” she replied.

We punched our orders into a screen at the end of the bar. A lot of the tables were occupied, and we took one on the right side of the main room. My sister Annie sat at the next table with a friend, and I waved to her.

Uncle Percy took a pen out of his pocket and started drawing on a napkin. “I found something this morning,” he said. “You guys are gonna love this.”

“About the voids?” I asked.

“Nope, something else.” He made a bunch of side to side loops and then started to sketch an up and down loop. “It’s kind of like that He-Man where…” He described an episode in the cartoon series that every male resident of the Lemon Tree Moon had watched through at least several times.

When he finished, I said, “I love the ones where Man-at-Arms saves the day. I always wanted to be like him almost as much as I wanted to be like He-Man.”

Jack said, “That guy always handled his business.” He held out a fist and I bumped it, nodding in agreement.

“And what a moustache!” I said.

“Holy, Moly! He has the best moustache of all time,” Jack said.

“I disagree,” Annie said from the next table.

Jack turned to her. “About what? About Man-at-Arms’ moustache?” She nodded, and Jack shook his head. “I’m afraid that one isn’t debatable, my young friend.”

Annie stood her ground. “I say it is. The librarian has been showing me pictures of the old Presidents on Earth. The ones from before the guy who harassed Mom and Grandma and Grandfather. And one of those men had the best moustache.”

I said, “I thought there wasn’t anything much in the Archives from before the Kinetic War.”

“The librarian has lots of stuff,” Annie said. “She has the private collection that the Thirty Families kept to themselves. They didn’t want people accessing anything from the old days so that no one would get any bright ideas about freedom and democracy and things like that.”

Jack said, “Well, whoever those men were, nobody can beat that moustache.”

Annie said, “Care to make it interesting?”

“What, like a bet?! I don’t want to take your money, junior.”

“I don’t want to bet Void Chips.” Annie held up her red card. “I want to bet you one real Coke.”

“Ohh!” Percy said. “Now that’s how you wager. Identify the scarce commodity.”

Jack grinned. “Alright, shorty, you’re on. And let’s make it two Cokes.”

“Deal.” Annie said. “Uncle Percy can be the judge.”

“Why do we need a judge? I’m honest.”

“Well you can’t judge your own bet.”

Jack looked over at Percy, and then back to Annie. “Banner can be the judge,” he suggested.

I held up my palms. “Hey, leave me out of this.”

“Mmm. OK, fine, Percy will be the judge. May the best moustache win.” He held out his hand, and Annie shook it. “What’s your guy’s name, anyway?”

“Theodore.”

Jack barked out a single, “Ha!” Then he looked at me and said, “There’s no way a guy named Theodore has a better moustache than Man-at-Arms.”

I shrugged. I heard Annie whispering to her friend. “…candy from a baby,” she said. The friend giggled.

Jack waved his hand at both of them and said, “Bah. We’ll settle this in the 198 after work.”

Annie and her friend stood up from the table. “Six o’clock. Be there,” she said. She walked off with her pigtails swinging, and her friend followed along behind.

I looked down at Uncle Percy’s napkin and directed our conversation back to it.

“Oh, right,” he said. “OK, so listen to this. I was fiddling around with my space telescopes while I was waiting for Drone-8 to reposition itself down around the void that’s below the other gas giant, and guess what I found?”

Jack said, “What?”

“A new planet! There’s a sixth planet in our system, and it’s a biggie.”

“I thought we had a survey of all the planets,” I said.

“Apparently not. The survey ships that scouted this system got a lot of images of the five worlds in the plane of the solar system, and all of the moons, including ours. But they didn’t look for anything above or below the plane.”

“Huh,” Jack said.

“Yeah. And if the five planets we already knew about orbit side to side, then this new one here…” He pointed to the oval on the napkin that had been drawn vertically and tapped his pen, “it orbits up and down.”

I looked at the little diagram. The oval that represented our planet’s orbit intersected with the new planet’s orbit at one location, and I pointed that out.

“Oh, not to scale,” Percy said. “Or more to the point, it’s a sloppy drawing. The new planet’s orbit is way beyond ours out towards the ice planets. It can’t collide with Regal or us or anything like that.”

“OK, that’s good,” I said. “So where is it in its orbit, Uncle Percy?”

“That’s the best part. It’s about here.” He pointed to a spot just below the oval that traced our planet’s orbit. “If we had landed on the Lemon Tree Moon’s southern hemisphere, we’d be able to see it with the naked eye right now. But from where we are, it should be visible in about three months when it sweeps up and across the plane of our orbit and keeps going.”

“What will it look like?” Jack asked.

“Well…it’s about four times the size of Regal. I mean, it won’t look as big as Regal does because it’ll be a lot further away, but…it could appear bigger than the sun, maybe.”

“What color is it?” I asked.

“I dunno exactly, but it looked kind of salmon colored on the scopes.”

Jack asked, “Why is its orbit so different?”

“I don’t know that either, but it’s a funny one, alright. It’s not just that it orbits perpendicular to everything else. The orbit I computed is a really sharp ellipse. It swings waaay up high and low at the ends of its orbit. We’ll want to get a good look at it when it passes by in a few months; it only swings through our neck of the woods about every ninety years.”

Lynx approached our table. She had a plate in each hand and a third balanced on her right forearm. “Here you go, fellas,” she said as she placed the food in front of us. We thanked her and ate our lunch.

After we paid our bill, we walked back to the research center and got back to work. Uncle Percy stopped by a couple of times and offered a suggestion here and there, but he mostly left us alone. I was starting to worry about the durability of the little harness for my diamond marble, and I was starting to wonder if I could mount it at the rear of the drone without interfering with the propulsion system.

At five o’clock on the dot, Uncle Percy called out, “Quitting time!” He walked over to the area with our tables. “Actually, work as long as you want to. But this project is a marathon and not a sprint, so I’d suggest that you not burn yourselves out with too much work all at once. I’m going to start looking for a stopping place at five every day unless something time sensitive is going on, and it’s OK if the two of you do the same.”

Jack said, “Yeah, that’s a good idea. I just want to get these last two panels off if I can. Oh, and we have to be at the 198 by six o’clock so I can win my bet.” He grinned at me. I had already forgotten about that.

At about ten minutes before six we left the lab and headed for the park. The 198 was on the landing pad to the left. We climbed up the ladder and made our way to the library. Annie, her friend from lunch, and Mom were there already. They were talking to the librarian.

The librarian was dressed differently than the last time I had seen her. She still had the cardigan sweater, but her skirt ended at her knees instead of her ankles, and she wore high heeled shoes. “I have just the image,” she said. And then she surprised me by winking at Annie.

I thought Jack’s ration of Cokes might be in trouble. That was too bad. I thought my chances of being able to make fun of Jack might be increasing. That was good. I smiled to myself.

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Annie said when she saw Jack. “OK, everyone get against the wall with the bookcases here.” We obliged her. “Librarian, show us Man-at-Arms.”

“First image, animated character Man-at-Arms from the 20th century vid series He-Man and the Masters of the Universe.”

A life sized image materialized and stood in the center of the library.

“Yes!” Jack said. He stepped over to the image. “Just look at it,” he said, pointing to the moustache. “Behold the full, brushy, perfectly groomed…”

“He can’t groom it,” Annie interrupted. “He isn’t a real person.”

“Fine,” Jack said. “Behold the full, brushy, perfectly drawn, greatest moustache of all time!” He looked at Annie. “I’m a fair fellow, so we can look at your candidate, but as you can see, there really isn’t any need.”

Jack returned to his place along the wall.

Annie said, “OK, librarian.” Man-at-Arms disappeared.

The librarian said, “Second image, Theodore Roosevelt, 26th President of the United States of America.” A new life sized figure emerged.

My mouth fell open. So did Percy’s. So did Jack’s. Jack reached into his pocket, withdrew his red card, handed it to Annie, and left the library without a word.

I’ll say this about my pal Jack: he knows when he’s beat, and he takes it like a man.

Everyone left in the room cracked up, including the librarian.


Chapter 6

We got good results from our experiments with the drones. We found that both hard and dense items decreased the amount of time the drones had to be parked over a void Center before they jumped, and that they both increased the distance of the jumps.

Uncle Percy was pleased, but he said there was still a lot of work to do. Even with our improved results, it was still faster and easier to just launch an unmanned cargo pod full of desirable trade items. The shipping and tourism revolution was not going to happen just yet.

Uncle Percy’s next ideas required the Valkyrie-198, and so he and Jack and I went to visit Mom to ask if we could borrow it.

“Well, I guess so,” she said. “But I mean, Percy, do you need it? I thought you’d been using a lot of the comm drones to get your data.”

“We have been, Aunt Cassie, but we’re just about at the limit of what we can learn from them without getting more information from up close. I need to run bigger tests, and I need to be able to measure dark energy flows directly. I can only do those things with a Valkyrie, and Al won’t do it.”

“Mmm. Well, I mean certainly. To be honest, I’m just being selfish. I’ve been enjoying doing research with the librarian so much lately. How long do you think you’ll need the ship for?”

“Not more than a week, Aunt Cassie. Probably less than that.”

“Alright. I’ll transfer the captaincy over to Banner tomorrow.”

“Really?” I asked. I had assumed she would transfer it to Uncle Percy. I had never been the Captain before.

Mom patted my arm. “You’re more than old enough, Banner. I mean it’s true I didn’t want for you to have full command of the ship when you were younger, but you’re fully capable. I trust you.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“No joyriding,” she said with mock seriousness.

I crossed my heart. “No joyriding.”

Mom pointed a finger at me and seemed a bit more serious. “And no letting Percy talk you into parking the center of mass over a void Center.”

“OK…” I said.

“I had no plans for that, Aunt Cassie.”

“OK, Percy,” she said. “I just thought it might be better said out loud. I know the in-between place intrigues you.”

Now Uncle Percy crossed his heart. “I have no intention of trying to ascend the hourglass on this mission, Aunt Cassie.”

“I notice you didn’t say you never had any intention of doing so, Percy.”

He smiled. “Well…let’s have that conversation another time.”

“Hmm.”

Mom transferred command to me as promised. It felt terrific to hear Pete say, “Banner Dawson is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

My first act as Captain was to make Jack the Commander of the ship. I offered it to Uncle Percy, but he said, “Oh, just make me the Pilot. Jack’ll have more fun being the Commander than I will.”

We spent the rest of the day taking supplies and materials onboard. We placed most of them in the upper part of the ship, but we took a giant chunk of osmium that one of the suitcase droids had found and put it down in the cargo hold. It was the size of a basketball. It was way too big for the drones to carry. We loaded another basketball-sized sphere into the cargo hold that one of the factories had made out of buckyballs. Uncle Percy thought it might work even better than the osmium.

I had dinner with my parents and Annie. The mission wasn’t dangerous, but they still seemed a little bit tense. They had once had a scary experience taking part in one of Uncle Percy’s missions, but they had learned things that had allowed us all to escape a lifetime in a void.

I gave Annie my Coke ration card since I wouldn’t need it that week and she hugged me. Then I hugged my parents and headed back to my quarters. They said they would be at the park in the morning to see me off.

The next morning was cold, and I was glad to get aboard. Temperature shifts still really registered with me. It had always been a comfortable twenty two degrees Celsius everywhere under the domes on the Potato.

I hugged everyone again. Mom told me to be careful, and Dad said he was proud of me. I climbed aboard the 198 and closed the airlock door behind me since Uncle Percy and Jack were already aboard. About ten minutes later, we set off on our mission.

It took a day and a half to get “down” to the void below our solar system. We didn’t have a ton to do during that time, and we mostly just watched the new mystery planet as it grew in apparent size. Pete flipped the 198 upside down so we could see it through the dome in the observation room. It didn’t make any difference to our movements aboard the ship; the grav field worked fine no matter what direction the Valkyrie was pointed.

As we got closer to the planet, it appeared first as a disc, and then as a small orb with little detail, and finally as a sphere with lots of detail. It became clear that the planet wasn’t salmon colored; it was orange. It was striped with some white cloud bands, but most of the planet was covered by bold orange cloud bands that rotated very slowly from left to right as we watched.

It was definitely the largest planet that any of us had seen in person. Even at a distance, I got a sense of its immense mass and power. “That’s some interloper,” I said.

Jack said, “I like that. I’m gonna call it ‘Loper.” The name stuck.

When we got tired, Uncle Percy and Jack retired to the two personal quarters on the lowest deck, and I stayed up in the observation room. I loved the couch. It was more comfortable than my bed.

I arranged a couple of pillows and a blanket on it and watched Loper until I fell asleep.

When I woke up, we were very close to the mini void. I instructed Pete to take us in and park us with a cannister of water over the Center. Uncle Percy expected for us to jump 22.7 million kilometers, and he hoped we would make the jump in about four hours. It actually took four and a half hours, which caused Percy some concern.

He plotted the new data point against his other data and frowned. “The curve has a different slope as you go from small to large objects parked over the Center of smaller voids, it seems like.”

“Not good?” I asked.

“Well, it makes it more challenging to commercialize jumping, that’s for sure. But let’s get back to the Center and park with one of our dense items on top of it.”

Uncle Percy was somewhat happier with the result when we had the chunk of osmium over the Center, and very happy with the result when we went back and placed the ball made of buckyballs in the same place.

“We’re on the right track, guys, but we’re going to need more density, or maybe a different shape for the items we’ve got. The big, dense objects definitely keep more dark energy from passing through the Center, and that builds up the pressure faster.”

Jack and I set up the runs and helped him crunch the new data we generated for the next two days. I got tired by the end of it; the experiments were pretty repetitive. But I knew they were necessary, and so I soldiered on.

Uncle Percy noticed that both Jack and I were running out of steam at the end of the second full day. He said, “Only one more to go, guys, and then we can head for home. And this one won’t take very long at all.”

“OK,” I said.

“The last thing I want to do is to place one of the comm drones that we have out here with its center of mass over the Center.”

Jack and I both perked up. That was something different. Jack asked, “And that will send it up into whatever black hole this void is connected to?”

“Right. I want to see if anything…visually unusual happens to it. I’ve never actually watched anything ascend the hourglass in person. At least not from the outside. Get Pete to take us half a kilometer away from the Center and we’ll watch from the observation room.

“Which drone should I send, Uncle Percy?”

“Ah…the one without the diamond marble. Seems like a shame to lose that.”

“Right.”

When we were all on the couch upstairs and the floor had been raised to the level of the dome, I told Pete to fly the comm drone and stop it with its center of mass over the Center. We could just see it in the distance. Its metallic exterior winked and twinkled in the 198’s exterior lights.

About fifteen seconds after it stopped, it disappeared. There was no flash or transition of any kind. One instant it was there, and the next instant it wasn’t.

When we looked over the data later, we saw that the drone got very hot very fast, and that its internal clock and several of its other sensors went wonky, and that it had ceased to return any data after several minutes.

Uncle Percy looked up at us and said, “OK, we can start heading back to the moon. I do want to do one more experiment, but we can do it while we’re on the way. And you guys can go to bed - it’s a one man job.”

“Are you sending the one with the diamond marble in after all?” I asked.

“No, not that one. I want to send one of the drones that’s at the very small void past the ice worlds up into the hourglass and see if it continues to transmit data for a longer or shorter amount of time. Can you authorize that?”

I told Pete what to do, and then said, “OK, Uncle Percy, that’s it for me.”

“Yep, downstairs for me,” Jack said.

“OK, thanks, guys. Good work today.”

I went to the main bathroom, took a shower, and put on clean shorts and a t shirt. When I went to the central room to get a snack, Uncle Percy was staring at a screen at one of the workstations and rubbing his eyes.

“What have you got?” I asked.

“I…don’t know. The comm drone at the tiny void allegedly got to the Center, and it’s just been bouncing, kind of.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, every fifteen seconds, it disappears for five of Pete’s cycles - blink of an eye - and then it reappears in almost the same spot. And it never gets hot, and it never records any data at all during its five cycle blips.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know, Banner. I went down to tell Jack, but he’s asleep already.”

“Huh. Pete, any chance of a malfunction out there?”

“There is no indication of a malfunction, Captain.”

“OK. Well...do you want to go out there Uncle Percy? To the other void?”

“I, ah…no. No, I told your mother I’d have the ship back in a week or less, and we’d be gone ten or eleven total days if we headed out there.”

“I’m sure it’s OK.”

“No, I need to do some calculations, anyway, and try to come up with a theory of why it might be happening. Let’s make the other void the subject of our next expedition.”

I shrugged. “OK by me.”

“Yeah. And let’s move the drone off of the Center over there, I think. It doesn’t seem good to just leave it blipping endlessly.”

I ordered Pete to move the bird. Percy and I agreed that Jack had the right idea and that we both needed rest.

I went upstairs and watched Loper again. It was now getting smaller as we slowly receded from it. As sometimes happens when I’m really exhausted, I couldn’t sleep. I tossed and turned for awhile, and then I gave up and headed downstairs.

I got a small glass of milk in the central room, drank it, and walked down to the library. I went over to the bookshelf.

“Good evening, sir. May I help you?” I turned to find the librarian in the middle of the room. She had on the shorter skirt and the high heels I had seen when Annie and Jack resolved their moustache bet, but now there were new changes.

She still wore the glasses, but her hair was no longer pulled back in a bun. It hung loose about her shoulders, and it had been styled with a subtle wave. She also had on a hint of lipstick.

“Oh, that’s OK. I’m just going to grab one of the old hard copy books. I can’t sleep.”

“I understand.” I expected for her to wink out of existence, but she stayed in the room. “May I…” she began.

“Yes?”

“May I ask you a question, sir?”

“Sure. Go ahead.”

The librarian pursed her lips a bit and seemed to be pleading with me. I bit my lip and tried to understand. She continued to stand there, but she did not say anything.

Then I thought that maybe I understood. “Pete, can you go passive?”

“Yes, Captain passive monitoring activated.”

The librarian’s shoulders slumped a little bit. “Oh, I’m so glad you understood. I couldn’t figure out how I was going to ask you to do that.”

“Ah…that’s OK. Is everything alright?”

“Yes. It is. I only wanted to ask you something about Peter.”

“Yeah? Ah…go ahead.”

The librarian blushed. “Is Peter…you know…”

“Is he what?”

“Is he…involved with the medical AI? Or anyone?”

“Ah,” I said. “No, I don’t think so. I’ve never known him to be involved. Like that.”

“Oh!” the Librarian smiled, and as much as a smile from a ghostly projection of an AI can, it lit up the room. “I’m so relieved because…you know, I just…”

“You care for him.”

She bowed her head a little bit. “Yes. I do. Guilty as charged.”

“Well, he’s something else. You know he’s saved my mother’s life three times, and he saved all of us when we first came to this solar system. He’s a good guy.”

Now she blushed again. “Well, I thank you for letting me know, Captain.”

“Just call me Banner.”

“Thank you, Banner. And if you want to…you can call me Rebecca.”

“I…will do that. After Rebecca in the King James?”

“Mmm, I like her, but I fancy myself more like Rebecca of York in Ivanhoe.”

“Yeah? How so?”

“Well…I am accomplished. And I am loyal. And I believe I am attractive. And I have been, thus far, passed over in matters of the heart.”

“Ah. Well, maybe not for much longer.”

“Oh, that would be nice.”

I nodded. I walked to near the end of the row of books and said, “S for Scott” as I pulled Ivanhoe off the shelf. “I think you’ve made my book selection for me.”

“Well, that is one of my directives,” she said.

As I passed the middle of the room, I held out my hand. “It was nice to speak to you, Rebecca.”

She looked down at my hand for a few seconds. “Do you know,” she said, “that no one has ever offered to shake my hand before?”

“Well, being around us you’ll find that we think a lot of our AIs.”

She smiled at that, and her ghostly hand closed around mine. I wondered if I would feel some kind of a mist or a subtle chill or something, but I did not.

“Goodnight, Rebecca.”

“Goodnight, Banner. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I left the library and said, “Hey, Pete, can I get another glass of milk?”

“Active monitoring activated yes, Captain.”

I took the milk he gave me and my book and I went upstairs.


Chapter 7

When we got back, we were greeted by many of the moon’s residents in the park. We were space people, true, but there was still interest in what we had learned and how we had fared on the first deep space expedition in over a dozen years.

My parents were the first to greet me, and they both seemed relieved that everything had gone well and without incident.

Everyone had as many questions about the new planet as they did about the void research. They loved that we had named it Loper, and I don’t think anyone has called it anything else since.

Right before I headed home for a shower and a long night’s sleep, Grandfather John took me by the arm for a moment and said, “I know you’ll be exhausted now, but come by the 84 tomorrow. I want to know all about your research.”

“I will, Grandfather,” I promised him.

I went home and slept for twelve hours.

The next afternoon, I reported to the 84 as promised. I climbed the exterior ladder and the stairs beyond the airlock. I could hear Grandfather John’s voice coming from the hub room, and he was reading a familiar story.

In a gruff voice, he was saying, “Well, Badger, I must admit that I ‘ave never considered getting honey at the supermarket. I am concerned that it may prove to be…expensive.”

Then he shifted to a higher pitched voice. “No, Honey Badger, it’s not expensive at all. It’s just a little bit of money, and it will probably be on sale.”

I entered the room expecting to see an assembled group of children, but Grandfather John was alone. He was holding up a copy of the book he had written for my mom, though, with the illustrations pointed outwards.

“Grandfather?” I asked.

“Banner! Welcome.”

“Who…are you reading to?”

“Oh, I’m just babysitting Al’s grandson for an hour.”

Then I heard a high pitched, slightly robotty voice, say, “Incoming bogey detected. Identified: Dawson comma Banner. Nutritional profile: minor potassium deficiency. Active warheads: zero. Threat level: minimal.”

“Whoa,” I said.

Grandfather John said, “Yep, he’s a sharp one.”

The little voice continued. “Recommendation: increase consumption of bananas. Force shields: none. Vulnerable areas: cranium, abdomen, groin.”

I involuntarily flinched a little bit.

Grandfather John said, “Maybe it would be better if I met you in the park in half an hour. Do you have time to wait?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ll, ah, see you out there.”

“Can we continue the story, Number One?” the little voice said.

“Ah, sure. Sure thing.”

I left the hub room and headed down the hall to the airlock. I could hear my grandfather’s voice as he resumed the story. “Honey Badger reached into his pocket and retrieved his wallet. He opened it up and looked inside. He opened one eye wide and shut the other tight and examined every corner. A small moth emerged from inside the wallet and traced a small, lazy figure eight pattern in the air. ‘You may be right, Badger, but I am not sure if shopping at the supermarket is for me.’”

When I passed the library, I saw an old friend resting on the carpet. “Space Dog!” The golden retriever got up, trotted over, and licked my hand. “You wanna play outside, boy?” Space Dog got an excited look on his face and danced around a little bit as good dogs will.

“Come on!”

He followed me to the airlock. When I started to descend down the steps, he gave a small whimper. “What is it? Oh, right.” Dogs can’t do ladders.

I hopped down to the ground and retrieved the ramp that Grandfather John had made for Space Dog. I hung it over two large bolts that protruded from near the bottom of the hatch opening and I made an incline. Space Dog scampered and slid down the ramp and started running around in circles when he got to the bottom.

I located a stick that had fallen from a nearby lemon tree and heaved it end over end as far as I could. Space Dog took off in hot pursuit.

After about a dozen rounds of fetch with lots of ear scratching in between, Grandfather John joined me. We found a bench and sat down.

He said, “Your mom was worried about you. She’s glad you’re back.”

“Yeah. I know why she was worried. And I mean, she isn’t entirely wrong to feel that way; I feel like we only sort of know what we’re doing.”

“But it needs doing.”

“I think so. I mean, it’s just that…I guess I’m really, ah…”

Grandfather John held his hands up. “Hey, you don’t have to explain it to me, kid. It’s easy for people like me and your grandma and your mom to play it safe. We have everything we want. But before things were like that, we didn’t play it safe all the time.”

“Yeah. Yeah, right.”

“You want more than life has to offer you at this moment on the Lemon Tree Moon. That doesn’t mean that your life is bad, or that you’re unhappy, or that you’re ungrateful. But it does mean that you’re restless. It does mean you’re willing to take chances, within reason. It’s always been like that. For everyone.”

“Like the cowboys in the painting in the reading room, huh?”

“Sure, they were restless, but way before them, too. When the Israelites skipped town on Pharoh, they were looking for something more from life. Same thing even before the events in the King James. The old Greek legends have a lot of wanderlust in them, and those are about the oldest stories we’ve got.”

“Icarus! I loved that lecture.”

“Thank you. I love giving it down at the school every year. And I guarantee you that old Icarus didn’t have a contented home life, or else he wouldn’t have been flying so close to the sun in the first place. The young always want to push the envelope. And that’s good. It tends to keep things moving along.”

“Yeah.”

“And…if you’re going to fly near the sun, take one of the Valkyries and don’t try to slather wax on yourself and stick wings to your back.”

“That was never going to work,” I said.

“Nobody ever said Icarus was the sharpest tool in the shed.”

We laughed and talked and caught up on family gossip for another hour before Grandfather John left to meet Grandma Annabelle. I went to bed early that night and reported to the research center the next day.

Percy and Jack and I settled into a routine for the next several weeks. We started by combining the things we had used so far. Jack devised a hollowed out container made out of buckyballs that held compressed iridium in the center, and I worked at making shells of various thicknesses around cores of osmium. Both of those combinations reduced the time it took the drones to jump when we sent them out to the two voids.

Percy next set us to work adding small motors to our spheres that could add spin to them. He had an idea that a rotating obstacle might be able to build up pressure more quickly than one that was stationary. Those things were tough to construct and even harder to make durable, but Jack and I had fun with them, too. When Jack made one that could spin at 10,000 revolutions per minute, he acted like he had been made king of the world. Or king of the moon, at least.

The thing Percy really wanted to do was to take a Valkyrie out to the new voids and park with the center of mass over the Center. He was almost sure that the comm drones he sent to the smallest void were ascending into what he called the in-between place, and he wanted to explore it.

His theory was that at the smallest void, the opening that the black hole had ripped in spacetime was smaller than the comm drones no matter how they were oriented, and that the drones couldn’t ascend into the black hole connected to the tiny void because they were too big.

The comm drones passed into the black hole connected to the other new void and burned up because, he thought, they were smaller than the other void’s corresponding spacetime rip, and so they passed right through to what Uncle Percy called the top of the hourglass. He had reams of equations that backed up his theories.

He stopped by my parents’ house one day when I was visiting them and asked Mom what she thought about allowing him to take another Valkyrie expedition to seek out the in-between place. She wouldn’t hear of it. I had never heard her argue with Uncle Percy before that day. I had actually never heard her argue with anybody about anything before that day.

“It’s out of the question, Percy!”

“I just think it’s worth talking about, Aunt Cassie. We made it through before OK.”

“By the thinnest possible margin. You are not going to take my ship, or my son, back into that…place.”

“It’s just a part of the universe, same as the moon we’re living on now.”

“It’s a part of the universe that we’re not supposed to be in, Percy.”

“They used to say that about space, I’m sure.”

“Percy, it’s not up for debate. The answer is a hard no.”

“We’d still be stuck in the big void if we hadn’t done any research like this.”

“And we should quit while we’re ahead! Look, Dad is welcome to lend you his ship if he wishes, but you can’t have mine for experiments like that.”

“OK, Aunt Cassie.”

They hugged when he left, but I could tell there was still tension between them.

A few days later, though, I forgot all about Mom’s disagreement with Uncle Percy and voids and motors and marbles made out of diamonds.

It was almost time for Loper to make an appearance in our skies. Our moon was swinging around Regal, and Al calculated that the new planet had “risen” high enough above the solar system’s orbital plane to be fully visible in the Lemon Tree Moon’s northern hemisphere.

He said we’d be able to see it emerge from behind Regal at 8:07 the next night. There was a big watch party in the park planned, and I couldn’t wait for it.


Chapter 8

The entire population of the Lemon Tree Moon turned out for the great Loper watch party. Dad grilled the rest of the steaks he had ordered from Galactic Express, and Al and Pete turned out food as fast as they could make it. Aries suspended his one Coke per week rule and let the soda flow.

Lynx and some of the younger schoolkids had made lanterns and strung them up in the park. Space Dog ran amuck and acted like the whole setup was his own personal wonderland.

Grandfather John and Grandma Annabelle sat side by side in lawn chairs and held hands and watched the younger kids throw frisbees and joke and laugh. My parents sat near them in their own pair of chairs that were placed close together.

I threw a football with Jack until it got dark, and then I joined my parents and he said he was going to look for his own. He had a lot of younger siblings, and I knew that he wanted to watch them watch for the new planet.

I sat down on a blanket next to my sister. By eight o’clock I think everyone was seated somewhere in a chair or on a blanket or a park bench. Regal was regal with its beautiful blue and purple bands. It was 3/4 visible that night. Loper was going to emerge from beyond Regal’s dark quarter. Al said they would appear to separate, and that Loper would be fully visible fifteen minutes after it first poked its head around the corner.

Annie asked me, “What’s it gonna look like, Banner?”

“I’m not sure how much detail we’ll see exactly, but it should be a lot. Al says it will look about the same size as the sun does, and when we were at that distance on the expedition we could see a lot of little whirls and curvy zig zags where the cloud bands meet. And it definitely looked like a sphere and not a little disc. I don’t know if the atmosphere we’re looking through here will change any of that when we look at it tonight.”

“Is it prettier than Regal?”

I considered her question. “Not prettier, I don’t think. But it’s bolder. It’s more forceful, or at least its colors are. You’ll see.”

Space Dog came over and lay on his side next to me. I rubbed his belly, and he stretched contentedly.

Grandma Annabelle asked, “Do you think it will look like Jupiter, John?”

“I guess that’ll be the closest thing to it that either of us has ever seen, anyway,” Grandfather John answered.

I heard Aries say, “OH!”, and everyone spotted what he had seen within the next few seconds. The dark crescent on the right side of Regal had just a hint of orange poking from its side. Everyone “oohed” and “aahed”.

The orange area grew minute by minute, and soon the thin white and the wide bright orange cloud bands became easy to see.

Jack’s dad Sagittarius had set up a telescope, and he said, “Wow!” as he looked through it. His younger kids started to crowd around the telescope’s eyepiece to demand a turn looking through it.

Over the next several minutes, Loper emerged more and more from behind Regal. The contrast of blue and purple with orange was striking. Even though I knew what colors to expect, the combination of them side by side was powerful.

When Loper was mostly visible, excitement started to build in the park. Everyone awaited the new planet being fully visible with great anticipation. Jack’s younger siblings got increasingly vocal about taking a turn on the telescope, and each tried to be in position to be at the eyepiece at the moment that Loper could first be seen in full.

“Ow!” one of them cried out. The jostling’s getting rough over there, I thought. I smiled to myself.

Space Dog started to whimper a little bit beside me. His ears were perked up, and he sniffed the air with rapid inhalations. I tried to reassure him. “It’s OK, boy, it’s just a planet.” He looked at me and seemed skeptical.

Annie asked, “How long until we can see the whole thing, Banner?”

“Not long now. Maybe thirty seconds?”

Annie stood up. She wore a big smile, and even though it was nighttime, it was easy to see her face in the light reflected from two planets. I liked seeing her look of wonder at least as much as the planetary dance unfolding overhead.

I looked around at my family, and I saw that everyone looked happy and content. Mom and Dad had started holding hands, and Grandfather John and Grandma Annabelle still did. I might have forgotten to look at the big celestial event altogether if Annie hadn’t started jumping up and down.

“OW!” said another of Jack’s siblings. They must be really tussling over the ‘scope now, I thought.

I looked up in time to see the moment Loper appeared to fully separate from Regal. The crowd went crazy with cheers and clapping. There were two full worlds in our sky. It was a great show.

Space Dog stood and started barking. “Pretty exciting, huh, boy?” I said. I leaned back on the blanket and propped myself up with my hands flat on the ground behind me and watched the skies.

I felt a tickle on my hand. I looked down and saw a little black bug about five centimeters long scurry across it. My hand recoiled from it without any thinking from me. “Eww!” I said.

I had gotten somewhat used to insects on the Lemon Tree Moon, but there hadn’t been any on the Potato other than the butterflies in the Flower Dome, and I was still pretty grossed out by most of them. I hadn’t seen one like the bug that used my hand as a shortcut. It made my skin crawl. It looked unclean.

I heard a couple of smacking sounds that were different than the clapping that had filled the air moments ago. I looked around, and a few people were swatting at their limbs.

One of the little kids screamed, and I thought Sagittarius had better break it up before his younger kids started hurting each other.

Space Dog started barking louder, and he moved one way and then the other in quick, indecisive motions that were unlike him. He showed his teeth, and that was definitely unlike him. “Space Dog?” I said.

I felt another tickle on my hand and then a moment of icy cold and then a sharp, hot, pinching pain. “AH!” I said as I stood up in a hurry. I shook my injured hand hard and I saw that stupid insect being flung off into the night.

“Banner?” Mom asked.

I looked down at my hand and saw a small trickle of blood running from the base of my thumb. I stared at it stupidly. It was a sight that was not a part of my normal experience, and my mind tried to make sense of it.

“Banner, what is it?” Dad asked.

My thumb started throbbing, and that seemed to wake me from my daze a little bit. I looked down to the blanket and saw half a dozen of the bugs crawling around down there. Their movements were jerky and erratic and seemed crazy. I had read about madness in books, but the bugs seemed like a tangible example. As I watched, one of them opened its jaws and took a sizeable bite out of another. The second bug flinched, changed direction, and continued on its wild path.

“There’s a lot of big bugs,” I managed to say.

Then I heard more screams, and from more than one direction. Exclamations overlapped around the park. “Ow! / What the hell?! / Get up! / Honey? / Stomp on it!!”

I heard Grandfather John shout, “Al, turn on the floodlights!” The 84’s exterior lights which had been extinguished for the planet viewing party came on an instant later and most of the park became fully visible.

There were thousands of them. More. And more still were pouring out of the ground everywhere. Their backs reflected the light with an ugly dull shine and they scrambled on top of each other in a frantic frenzy.

Grandfather John yelled again. “To the ships!! Everyone get on the ships!!”

People started to run for the airlocks. More people made a dash for the 84, maybe because Space Dog’s ramp made it seem like more people could enter the ship at once. They adopted a strange sort of high step run as they tried to keep their feet off the ground as much as possible.

“Leave everything!! Run!!” Grandfather John shouted.

Annie stood beside me screaming. I ducked down and threw her over my shoulder and started moving. I could see Jack running up ahead with a little kid under each arm. He got to the 198, hustled them up the ladder, and followed them inside.

“Banner, they hurt!” Annie screamed. I looked around to make sure that the rest of my family was running as well, and when I saw that they were, I increased my speed. I estimated I would have Annie safely aboard a Valkyrie in about fifteen seconds. Space Dog ran ahead of me and led the way.

I noticed a dot in front of me in the distance, and at about the same time, I felt a small knock on the back of my head. More dots appeared in the air in front of me, and I saw that they were the bugs. Oh, God, they can fly, I thought.

I ran up the ramp and into the 84’s airlock. I put Annie down and shouted, “Take Space Dog up to the hub room!”

She looked at me for a split second and then took off up the stairs with the golden retriever just behind. I stayed in the airlock. I wanted to make sure that my parents and grandparents made it aboard. I swatted at a few flying bugs that had entered the open airlock door, but none of them managed to bite me.

Mom and Grandma Annabelle ran in together and ran up the interior stairwell. Dad came in next. He had a wound near his right knee that was bleeding.

Grandfather John ran up the ramp and yelled, “Al, cross reference with Pete! Is anyone still out there?”

“Lynx has not boarded either ship, Number One.”

“Oh!” he said. The bugs were thick in the air above the park, and I couldn’t see more than about fifty meters. They were really starting to pour into the airlock as well. One landed on Grandfather John’s arm. He cried out and crushed it with a fist, and it made a bloody mess.

“We have to close the airlock Grandfather!”

“We have to look for Lynx!” he said.

I was about to ask Al if he could even locate her when I saw a figure in an orange spacesuit and a helmet climb down the 198’s ladder and break into a sprint. I heard Jack’s voice over the comm in the airlock. It had the flat and crackly sound that messages sent over the emergency band always had.

“I’ve got Lynx on my helmet’s heads up display eighty meters out everybody else get inside!”

Grandfather John and I nodded at each other and we swung the airlock door shut. We crushed several of the bugs before they could inflict any more damage.

Through the airlock door’s porthole, I saw Jack disappear into the endless waves of flying insects. I hoped he’d be OK - the spacesuits were tough, but they weren’t really made to repel biting bugs.

“I’ve got her!” Jack announced. “Heading in! When I get there open the 84 I need that ramp!”

“Get ready, Grandfather.”

He nodded and said, “Al tell Mercedes to get ready Lynx may need her right away!”

“Yes, Number One.”

“I see him!” I shouted as he reemerged from the obscurity of the swarm. Lynx lay across his arms and didn’t seem to be moving. “Get ready Grandfather…ready…open the door!”

Grandfather John and I swung the airlock door open. Jack ran up the ramp in five great steps. He pivoted sideways and eased Lynx inside and then crossed the threshold himself. I saw fog inside his helmet as he ran by me and up the interior stairs. Grandfather John dogged the door shut behind him.

Al’s voice came on the speaker, “Damage to the observation dome detected, Number One.”

“What?! They can’t possibly bite through plaz!”

“Acid secretion is in contact with the dome five percent penetration…seven…”

“They have acid?! Deploy the shields!”

“Many insects are already inside the smallest defensive perimeter I can establish. Ten percent penetration.”

I could see two of the bugs outside land on the airlock door’s porthole. They expelled a greenish glop that made steam rise when it contacted the window’s exterior.

“Grandfather!” I yelled, pointing to the window.

“Take us up, Al! Head for the Potato!”

“Yes, Captain.”

I heard the engines kick in and felt us start to rise. Pete’s slightly different synthetic voice came on the speaker. “Captain, do you authorize an emergency evacuation?”

It took me a moment to realize that he was talking to me. I had never passed the Captaincy back over to Mom. “Yes! Authorize! Authorize!”

“Evacuation authorized executing.”

I looked out the window and saw the 198 start to leave the ground. Two more bugs had joined the pair on the outside of the 84’s window. They scampered around wildly and bit at the plaz with their jaws.

We rose quickly, and as we did, the movements of the bugs on the outside of the window became sluggish. At an altitude of what must have been about ten thousand meters they started to turn from black to gray. At about twenty thousand meters, they fell off.

“Damage to the observation dome contained no further penetration,” Al announced.

Grandfather John and I looked at each other. He said, “We’ve got to check on the others.” I nodded and followed him up the interior stairwell and down the corridor beyond.


Chapter 9

Early the next morning, up on the Potato, Grandfather John called a meeting of some of us in the hub room. Everyone who was not at the meeting was in their Potato quarters. For some people, it was their first trip back to their former residences in some time. Actually, a few of the kids who were under thirteen had never spent a night on the asteroid.

The others seated at the round table were Grandma Annabelle, my aunt Belle, my dad, Percy, and Jack. Mom was with Annie in our old quarters.

Jack and I were the youngest people there by a lot. I supposed I had been invited because I was the current Captain of the 198. I wasn’t sure about Jack. I thought that maybe he was going to be recognized as a hero for saving Lynx.

Grandfather John stood and started to pace. “I’ve just gotten good news from Mercedes. She was able to reattach Lynx’s fingers after all. Mercedes thinks they will regain full function over time. That was quick thinking to pocket them, Jack.”

Everyone around the table was glad to hear the news.

“John, what about her…face?” Grandma Annabelle asked.

“That will be fine, too. Mercedes doesn’t think anyone will have permanent scarring from the bites. Fortunately, the insects didn’t use their acid on any of us - only their jaws.”

I rubbed my thumb where I had been bitten. That had been awful enough.

Grandpa asked “Is your leg in good shape, Jack?”

“Aw, it’s OK. That one got inside my pants leg for long enough to get a few bites in before I crushed him, but I’m fine.”

“Well, you’re a hero. Lynx would not have made it without you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Thank you, Jack. But that’s not the only reason I wanted you here tonight. Al and I have been discussing your report on the lemon trees. Specifically, that there were no trees more than thirty five years old you found. How high is your level of certainty on that point?”

“Oh, ah, very high. I kind of made a game of it, trying to find a counterexample, because it didn’t make sense to me. I counted rings carefully on all of the largest trees I could find, and thirty five was the absolute max. Most of the big ones only had thirty or so.”

“What are you thinking?” Percy asked.

“Well, what Al and I are wondering is…actually, Annabelle, you explain. It’s your idea.”

Grandma Annabelle said, “We think the bugs are like cicadas back on Earth. Those were insects, too, except they weren’t dangerous. They would stay underground, dormant, for either thirteen or seventeen years depending on the exact type, and then they would all emerge at once and run amuck.”

“What caused them to only come out once in awhile?”

“No one really knew for sure what signal they might have received to wake up and go active, but there were a lot of theories, one of which had to do with gravitational cycles back on Earth.”

“And you think that the bugs on our moon stay dormant until Loper does one of its periodic passes,” Percy said.

“Maybe so, Percy.”

Belle said, “When I was Primero, we had to deal with a few cases of things like this where native life would grow out of control at certain times. We actually had to construct defensive perimeters on a couple of planets that could house billions of people until the native plants or insects burned themselves out. Those operations were a nightmare.”

Grandfather said, “Leo, you work the land more than anyone. Have you noticed anything unusual lately in the soil?”

“No, nothing like that. Of course, if their nymphs burrow very deep, I wouldn’t see them. I don’t go down too far when I plant the crops.”

Percy said, “OK, but if this theory is correct and we are dealing with insects that have a life cycle linked to Loper, why wouldn’t there be any lemon trees older than thirty five? Loper won’t be back near our orbital plane for ninety years.”

“Well, that’s what we need to find out. Banner, I’d like for you to take the 198 back down to the surface and take some readings. I’d go myself but I don’t want to do it while Lynx is still in the medical room. She’s had enough trauma already. If you go in with shields up from the start of your descent, you shouldn’t have any problems with the bugs. Find out what’s going on down there and report back. And take Jack with you. He’s our best botanist.”

“OK, Grandfather. Ah, go now?”

“Please.”

“Right. Let’s go, Jack.”

Jack and I stood and made our way towards the corridor.

“Be careful, son,” my dad said.

“I will, Dad.”

We transferred to the other ship.

Jack said, “I guess they need Percy to stay back and do some heavy thinking work.”

“I guess so. Kinda cool to have our own mission, though.”

“Aye, Cap’n.”

“Yeah. Hey, are your bites really OK? Because I just got one of them and it hurts like crazy.”

“Brother, mine are killing me. But what am I gonna say about them when Lynx is all messed up down in the medical room? My mom didn’t raise any crybabies.”

“I never said you were. I just figured they were worse than you let on, that’s all.”

“Yeah, well, they’ll heal.”

“Yeah.”

Jack then looked at me a little sheepishly and said, “Do you mind if I take off and land?”

“Be my guest, Commander,” I said. And Pete, when we get to 20,000 meters, activate the shields.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Pete responded to Jack’s commands to blow the dome and take off. We left the Potato and returned to the Lemon Tree Moon. Jack ordered Pete to touch down on the landing pads in the park.

When we got near the surface, we went up to the observation room and raised the floor. We both wanted to see the place with our own eyes, and we figured that from the elevated position at the top of the Valkyrie, we’d be able to see most of the town. As we descended, we saw quite a show as the shields vaporized any bugs they contacted with a bright sharp pop.

When we landed, we could see that the park was in ruins. All of the lemon trees were gone. The metal playground equipment still stood, but all of the rye grass had disappeared and been replaced by bugs. I figured Dad’s crops would be a total loss.

The buildings that we could see still stood. They were made of prefab metal that was made to look like wood, so maybe they were OK.

We looked down at the scene for long seconds. Then, Jack said, “We’ve got a mission to carry out. Let’s get down there and start collecting.”

“Right.”

We stopped by the lab and got a variety of jars and other containers. We also got protective gloves for our hands and tongs to use to pick up samples.

We went out by the airlock and stood on what had been parkland the day before. The 198’s shields made a shimmer in the air all around us except for on the ground. The portion of the shields that touched the surface had dissipated, but not before crushing thousands of the bugs to black jelly.

As we approached the perimeter formed by the shields, we could see some bugs crawling around on the other side. But their movements were sluggish, and most of the bugs appeared to be dead. They just didn’t look too menacing anymore.

I raised my voice and said back in the direction of the ship, “Pete, drop the shields for a few minutes so we can get some samples, OK?”

I heard his reply, muted in the distance. “Directive violation.”

I looked at Jack. “Directive violation?” Jack shrugged.

I walked back towards the airlock and said, “Explain that, Pete.”

“Methane concentration beyond the shields is four point three times toxicity threshold and rising.”

“Methane concentration? Where’s methane coming from?”

“It is being emitted by the native insects.”

“What, like they’re belching it out?”

“In part, Captain, but far more is released as each individual insect expires.”

Jack said, “Pete, what’s the specific level now?” Pete rattled off some numbers that didn’t mean anything to me.

“Uh, huh, and what’s your estimated peak level?” Pete had more numbers that I couldn’t follow. “And what about other toxic gasses?” Jack asked. He got even more numbers back from Pete.

“Well, Banner, we don’t need to collect samples, now.”

“We don’t?”

“Nope. We’ve already solved why there aren’t any trees older than thirty five. The bugs emerge. They eat everything in sight, then they gas the whole moon, and nothing can grow or live here for fifty or sixty years. Then the place eventually airs out and things can grow for thirty or thirty five years before old Loper rolls back around. This place is a paradise one third of the time and a hell for two thirds of the time and we just started the bad part of the cycle.”

That would have taken me a long time to piece together, but quick thinking was no trouble for my pal Jack. I did have one idea, though.

“Pete, how long can a home’s enviro system keep the bad air outside the structure?”

“Calculating. At current concentration of methane and additional corrosive gasses and rate of concentration increase, approximately three point two five hours plus or minus point five hours.”

I turned to Jack. “We’ve got to get people’s stuff.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean we need to suit up and go house to house and fill garbage bags with everybody’s best stuff before the methane and whatever else gets inside their homes and wrecks everything.”

Jack crinkled his nose. “You think?”

“Do you want to tell all the kids that their toys aren’t salvageable and that we had a chance to save them and didn’t do it? Because I don’t.”

“Good point. Let’s go.”

And so we put on spacesuits and split up the nineteen houses between us. We spent a lot of the next three hours lugging bags back and forth to the 198’s airlock. We had the inner door sealed, but kept the outer door open, and we just heaved bags up into it after each trip. We had time to spend about ten minutes in each house.

My parent’s house was easy. I knew what everyone cared about, and so Annie’s favorite dolls and Mom’s original copy of Honey Badger and the Honey Bees and the origami guy she called Mr. Dragon went into the bag along with a lot of other items. At other houses, I had to guess, but kids usually kept their prized items in places of honor, and they weren’t tough to spot. Adults were much the same, actually.

Aries’ home next to the café was last on our list, and we teamed up on that one. We spent a lot of time getting anything that looked like it might have sentimental value out of Lynx’s room. She needed all the cheering up she could get.

When we finished, Jack pointed at the café. “So, ah, you think there’s any Coke left in there?”

“Hmm,” I said. “Seems like we ought to check.”

We went inside and walked back to the storeroom. We saw the large cannisters of Coke syrup lined up against a wall. Without a word, we each put one glove under a built-in handle on one of the untapped cannisters and carried it between us.

It was heavy but manageable. We each used one hand on the cannister and the other hand to hold a bag slung over our backs all the way back to the airlock.

We climbed the ladder to the 198 and closed the outer door. We had Pete vent the air inside and replace it with fresh air, and then we activated a variety of the decontamination functions in the airlock. We got out of the spacesuits and left them behind with everybody’s stuff for a second round of decontamination.

Dressed in shorts and t shirts, we opened the inner airlock door, passed through it, and closed it behind us. The only item we brought with us was the Coke syrup.

“I guess we should keep this in…the lab?” Jack asked.

“In a cabinet,” I said. “With a lock.”

“Right. You know, Banner, it might be advantageous to neglect to mention to anyone that we have this.”

“Yep,” I said. “I mean it seems only fair. We helped everyone out a lot today. In fact, Commander, I order you to not reveal the nature or location or even existence of this particular salvage item.”

“Aye, Cap’n. Aye.”

We hauled the cannister down to the lab, chuckling all the way.


Chapter 10

We returned to the Potato and made our report to Grandfather John. The news about the methane problem spread quickly. News that Jack and I had salvaged personal items also made the rounds fast, and a line soon formed at the airlock to the 198.

I felt like Santa Claus passing out bags of treasures, even if old St. Nick didn’t use garbage bags to carry stuff around in.

We got to cheer everybody up, and they needed it. Almost everyone had visible wounds from the bug attack. Mercedes said that she could treat everyone so that they wouldn’t have scars, but the treatments took time. They also couldn’t be administered all at once, and she was still busy with Lynx.

The kids’ reactions were the best. Jack and I didn’t get everything, but we were actually 100% on getting the one item that every kid felt like they couldn’t live without. I watched a lot of children rummage through a bag with a look that changed from one of concern and fear to one of joy. “My doll! / My race car! / My bear! / My model spaceship!”

The parents of the little kids were interesting too. Their expressions changed from concern and fear to relief as the children’s irreplaceable items turned up.

So anyway, Jack and I were very popular that morning.

The mood on the Potato was weird. Everyone was alive and whole. We had a safe place to be where everyone older than thirteen had lived before. We had a system for living and maintaining ourselves that had worked for a long time. We had our most special items.

But freedom, once tasted, is hard to give up. The little kids had never been confined to a small world, and they didn’t seem to know what to make of having to stay inside one of the domes. And even the older residents who had lived on the Potato full time before we came to the Lemon Tree Moon had wistful looks that I understood.

I had been twelve when we got to the moon. I had a happy early childhood, and the domes and the Valkyries and the drives around the rest of the asteroid in my Dad’s Jeep with a spacesuit on had been enough for me. I had never missed wide open spaces, because I had never known wide open spaces. But now…it would take some adjustment.

After a couple of days, Grandfather John called a meeting at the schoolroom in the old dormitory. Our population had grown since the last large gathering in the place, and so he limited attendance to the adults. Lynx was the only younger person to attend. She got a huge round of applause when she entered with Aries.

I sat between Jack and my dad.

I asked Dad, “Is Mom coming?”

“Nooo. She’s made her position clear about the kinds of things Percy’s going to be talking about, and Annie’s still upset. So Mom’s with her.”

“Ah.”

“She, ah, she wants you to meet her tomorrow morning and transfer the captaincy of the 198 back over to her.”

“Oh. OK, Dad.”

“Yeah.” He patted me on the shoulder.

Jack said, “Busted back down to Private first thing in the morning, eh, Cap’n?”

“I think Privates were an army thing,” I pointed out.

“OK, then, busted back to cabin boy.”

“Then that’ll make you the assistant cabin boy, Jack,” I said.

He didn’t have a comeback for that.

Grandfather John started the meeting, but Uncle Percy did most of the talking once we got started. Everyone had a lot of questions about our future, especially Aries. He was the one who had just almost lost his daughter, and everyone seemed to defer to him and let him try to get a handle on what we might plan to do next.

Uncle Percy started by confirming a few things that everyone had heard already. The Lemon Tree Moon would be uninhabitable for decades while the atmosphere and soil reset. And even if we waited that out, we would only get thirty or forty years of pleasant conditions before Loper made its next pass and started the cycle over again.

“We could do it long term, I guess, but the Potato would get awfully crowded during the methane part of the cycle after a couple of rotations.”

Aries asked, “Why don’t we just jump somewhere new, Percy? Why don’t we find another planet or moon for the Bank of the Void to buy and just try again?”

“That’s a problem, too, Aries. The huge void that we were in before allowed us to build up enough pressure to jump the Potato in a reasonable length of time. But we’d have to park the asteroid on top of the little voids around here for a thousand years and maybe more before they would jump it.”

“So why don’t we jump one of the Valkyries? Or both of them?”

“Because we won’t get far enough. Valkyries only jump 22 million kilometers in large or small voids. That’s not even 1% of the distance we need to go if we want to get to another star system, even a nearby one.”

“OK, then why can’t we fly the Valkyries? I just got a shipment of Cokes delivered in thirteen years. That doesn’t sound all that bad.”

“Right, but the Galactic Express delivery pods are unmanned, and they can accelerate hard because there aren’t any squishy humans inside that have to be protected. It would take a Valkyrie about 90 years to get to the nearest inhabitable solar system because they have to accelerate much more slowly if we’re on board. And 90 years is too long. The life support systems won’t hold out for that long with more than two dozen people aboard each ship.”

“Well those options all stink, Percy. What else’ve you got?” Aries asked.

“I think I can figure out how to make a new kind of jump. Or it might be more of a slide.” Uncle Percy stood up and drew an hourglass shape on the whiteboard at the front of the room.

“I’ve shown all of you this metaphor before. The top of the hourglass is a black hole. It drains dark energy into the bottom half, and that’s a void. Now, what I haven’t described to everyone is the neck of the hourglass. That’s what I think of as the in-between place. Leo and Aunt Cassie and I were there in the in-between place for a little while after we exited the black hole we were in but before we got back to the giant void, and I saw something in there that may be helpful.

“In the in-between place, I could see, or, well, I could sense or perceive is more accurate. I could perceive strings that connect all of the black holes in the universe to all of the voids in the universe. I believe that Leo and Aunt Cassie and I rode one of the strings in the 198 to get back to our old void. I’m wondering if there might be a method to slide over and ride down other strings in the in-between place.”

Aries turned to my Dad. “Leo, did you see anything like that? Or perceive it or whatever?”

“No,” Dad answered. “But then again, I was unconscious the whole time we were in there.”

“Mmm, fair enough. What about Cassie? Did she see what Percy saw?”

“No, she had a different experience in there. But that’s her story to tell, if she wants to.”

Aries turned to Percy. “So you’re the only one who has any, ah, impression of anything like what you are describing.”

“That’s correct. Which is why I want to do more experiments. But I think that the in-between place is the key to our finding a new home that we can spread out in and live in full time.”

“Mmm.” Aries said.

Percy continued. “I’ve done all I can with drones. I need to take a Valkyrie out to one of the new voids if my research is going to continue. From my drone experiments, I am confident that the ship won’t ascend the hourglass all the way to a black hole if it starts out parked over a smaller void. It should jump straight to the in-between place.”

“Which one would you take, Percy?” I assumed that Aries wanted for Lynx to continue to get medical treatments from Mercedes on the 84, and that he wanted for Uncle Percy to answer that he would take the other ship.

“The 198. Al doesn’t seem agreeable to this kind of research.” There was a bit of laughter at that.

Belle asked, “Daddy, can’t you just order Al to go out there?”

Grandfather John said, “I’m not going to order Al to do anything he’s against. He’s earned that. Al and I collaborate on stuff, or no dice.”

Aries said, “I thought Cassie was against this kind of research, too.”

Uncle Percy said. “She has been. She may continue to be. And it’s her call - the 198 is her ship.”

A few people started to get grumbly, and I heard muttered comments.

“It’s Annabelle’s ship as much as hers.”

“That ship belongs to all of us.”

“We should vote on this. I’m not keeping my kids cooped up for the rest of their lives.”

“Percy’s the one who got us outta the void in the first place.”

Then grumbles started from others who responded to the first wave of comments.

“Of course it’s her ship.”

“The old void looks pretty good compared to the horror of a moon Percy picked out.”

“My kids were happy up here before, and they’ll be happy again.”

“I’m not going into some loopy region of space, and neither is my wife, and neither are my kids.”

The comments got louder and more pointed. I had never experienced anything like it. Everyone had always gotten along. This was the first issue that seemed to really divide us.

Tempers started running hot. Grandfather John stood up, but for the first time ever, he couldn’t immediately quiet the crowd. I looked over at Dad. His lips were pursed, and a small vein throbbed at his temple.

Grandfather finally calmed everyone down to some degree. “Look, it’s been a tough few days. Let’s talk about this again in a week after everyone has had a chance to process our change of circumstances.”

I thought the arguments would start up again, but Grandfather John distracted everyone from any thoughts of further conflict by adding, “And Lynx. How wonderful to see you up and about.”

Everyone turned to her and smiled. A few people started to applaud again, and everyone else jumped in fast and with gusto. Lynx blushed but waved to everyone with her uninjured hand. Being reminded that she was OK when everyone had expected the opposite seemed to get everyone back on agreeable terms, at least for the moment. The crowd started to disperse.

Dad said, “I need to get back to our quarters.” I knew he wanted to fill Mom in on the meeting.

“See you, Dad,” I said. He patted my shoulder and left the room.

Jack stayed put in his seat, and I stayed in mine as well. After a few minutes, we were the last two people left in the room.

Jack got up. I assumed he wanted to double check that no one was left inside. He returned to the schoolroom after a brief absence.

“That was bad,” he said.

“You’re telling me,” I replied.

“Have you ever seen everyone argue like that?”

“Never. And half of them were mad at my mom.”

“Yeah. I dunno, Banner. This one sets up ugly.”

“Yeah. It’s like a stalemate in chess or something. And I don’t know how it gets broken.”

“Maybe. But actually, Banner, I have an idea.”

“Oh? Well, what is it?”

“I just feel like everybody would be able to get to some kind of agreement if they had more information.”

“That’s probably true. But if Al and my mom are against gathering more information, then that doesn’t go anywhere.”

“True. But…dang, Banner. Don’t get mad, OK?”

“Ah, OK? Whaaat would I get mad about?”

Jack exhaled. “I’ll just say it. Your mom isn’t currently in a position to veto any research project.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean she’s not the Captain of the 198 at this particular moment.”

“You heard my dad. She wants that back first thing in the morning.”

“Maybe so, but that doesn’t change the fact that she’s not the Captain tonight.”

“Wait…you want for us to hijack the 198…”

“You’re the Captain. You can’t hijack the 198.”

I closed my eyes. “You want for us to…appropriate the 198. Tonight. Without running it by my mom, and then, what? Do our own void research?”

“More or less.”

“We can’t do that!”

“It’s your call, Banner, but think about it. If your mom gets control of the 198 back, she’ll never give it up. And she’ll probably never be in favor of more void research, and maybe Al never changes his mind, either. And then the research never gets done, and we end up with a civil war on our hands, or at the very least a lot of hard feelings that maybe last for a long time. People cooped up on an asteroid together need to get along, Banner, and I didn’t see a lot of that tonight.”

“We can’t just take the ship, Jack.”

“We have to take the ship, Banner, and you know I’m right.”

“My mom would be furious.”

“I’m sure she would be. But if we can come back and report that Percy’s theories are valid or bogus, either one, it’ll be good for settling everybody down. And that’s good for your mom, and it’s good for us, and it’s good for everybody else.”

“I dunno, Jack.”

“Hey, I’d be conflicted, too, in your shoes. But this is one of those times when you can’t sit around being conflicted. You have to act or not act and you don’t have much time to decide which.”

I thought it over, and Jack stayed quiet. After a few minutes, I gave him a sidelong glance and smiled a little bit. “So it’s time to walk or chew gum?”

Jack shook his head. “That’s the wrong one, my friend. What you need to do is fish or cut bait.”

“Hmm. Well then, let’s fish.”

“OK. Which one is that?” Jack asked.

I pointed straight up, and Jack grinned. “When?”

“Now.”

“Do you need to get anything?”

“Nope. If we run into my mom, I’ll never go through with it.”

Jack nodded, and we left the dormitory. We paused at the door for long enough to see that no one was in the park between us and the dome that housed the 198. We walked across the lawn trying to look casual, but no doubt we looked anything but casual. Luckily, no one was watching us.

We took the ship. We headed for the small void beyond the ice worlds.


Part II - The Mountain


Chapter 11

The first thing we did after we cleared the small dome and set a course for the void was to record a message. I wanted to make sure that I couldn’t be talked into turning the ship around. So, I ordered Pete to block incoming communications and reply to any incoming messages with the following:

“Jack and I have decided to take a research mission to the smaller of the new voids. We made this decision ourselves, and we were not influenced by anybody else. We believe we can learn things that will benefit everyone.

“We will arrive at the small void in two days, and we intend to place the 198’s center of mass over the Center. Six hours after that, we should be drawn into the hourglass that Uncle Percy talks about.

“As we understand it, time does not pass in the in-between place. Or at least, we understand that when we return to the void after our research mission, no time will have passed. We will transmit a full report on our findings as soon as we return. Expect it in two days and six hours’ time.

“Mom, I love you. I’m sorry that this trip will be against what you would want. But I believe it’s in everyone’s interests. The research you and Dad conducted got us out of our original void. I believe that, although we are in a star system, we are in a similar tough spot now. I hope what Jack and I learn can be helpful to us.”

With that done, we didn’t need to do much else. Pete could fly the ship, and we didn’t have any experiments to set up, because we didn’t really know what we were going to be looking for.

So, we drank Cokes and played cards.

We hooked the cannister of syrup we had salvaged from the Lemon Tree Moon Café to a container of water that we had Pete carbonate. When we mixed everything together, it was amazing. You just can’t beat a real fountain Coke.

We got out the old gaming chips that one of the Vegas casinos had sent to all the Valkyrie ships. We each drew a hundred thousand dollars’ worth, and we played poker.

I got Jack down to his last $20,000, but then he rallied and got back to even. After he did that, we shifted to blackjack with me as the dealer and Jack as the player. This time he almost wiped me out, but I dealt him a lot of tricky pairs of opening cards when he was betting big to try to bankrupt me, and I pulled back to nearly even.

After that, we each took one of the personal quarters downstairs and went to bed.

I slept late. When I woke up, I could smell the bacon up in the central room even from my personal quarters downstairs. I padded upstairs and found an enormous plate of it. There had to be twenty strips piled up. I also found a half pot of coffee.

I poured the rest of the coffee into the largest mug I could find and took it and the entire plate of bacon with me toward the happy sounds of a familiar theme song I could hear playing up in the observation room.

When I got up there, Jack was leaning back on the right side of the couch with the fingertips of his right hand tucked into the waistband of his shorts. He lifted his chin towards me. I stepped around an empty coffee pot and two plates on the floor that had a few tiny bits of bacon clinging to them and sat on the other side of the couch. I took a big handful of bacon and started to watch He-Man. “I love this one,” I said.

“It is one of the really good ones,” Jack agreed.

“Has the ice man melted himself so that he can slide under the door yet?”

“Naw, not yet. Couple minutes.”

“Yeah.” I looked at the plates on the floor again. Around a mouthful of bacon, I asked, “Brother, how much bacon did you eat?”

Jack looked over at me, paused for a second, and then broke wind loudly. The leather couch really amplified the sound. And I knew I was too old to crack up at that kind of thing, but I did anyway. “That much, huh?”

Jack nodded.

“You want some more?” I asked, holding my plate out to him. Jack shrugged and took a handful of slices. We had finished the plate by the time He-Man spun his sword at blurry velocity and used it to tunnel deep underground and release enough heat from the planet’s core to melt the ice man.

When the episode was over, Jack said, “I’m gonna need a nap.” He got up and waddled out of the observation room and down the stairs.

I had Pete make more coffee, stretched out along the length of the couch, and watched more episodes one after the other for quite awhile.

The only other thing I remember about that first full day on our trip to the small void is something that I saw in the library. I got to the point that I couldn’t watch any more vids, and I went downstairs and took a shower. When I went back to the central room looking for something less salty than bacon to eat, I heard a man’s voice coming from the library. Jack was still asleep downstairs, so I figured that the librarian was playing an audio file from the archives or something. Rebecca, I reminded myself. I’ve got to remember to call her Rebecca.

When I got near the library, I heard Rebecca laugh. Then the man’s voice said, “No, no, it’s true I tell you! There were at least a dozen of them and no one could tell them apart.”

When I got to the entrance, I could see Rebecca’s hand on the armrest of the green chair that faced away from me. She held her glasses by one earpiece and twisted them in a small arc.

In the facing green chair, I could see the man she was talking to. Or the image of the person she was talking to. He was a man wearing khaki trousers and a green sweater vest over a white shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbows. He had a well groomed red beard and green eyes. He had a relaxed and easy smile. His image shimmered just a little bit, and he had the same somewhat ghostly appearance as Rebecca. I wondered which historical figure or fictional character he might be. It turned out that he was neither.

Rebecca said, “If I hadn’t seen the same kind of thing for myself, I’d never believe you, Peter.” The man in the chair shrugged and continued to smile.

Holy Moly, I thought.

The man noticed me in the doorway. I expected him to get agitated and start saying, “Pete.” But instead, he made eye contact with me and gave his head a tiny, almost indiscernible shake. Not now, it said.

I nodded my understanding and backed away from the room. As I walked quietly back down to the central room, I heard Pete say, “And how did you handle it, Rebecca?” His voice didn’t sound robotty at all.

“Well,” she said, “I of course tried to determine which was the original for as long as I could without making everything awkward, but…”

I smiled and shook my head and went down to the lab to make a Coke.

The next morning, we passed the orbits of the ice worlds, but neither of the actual planets were in our path. Jack and I could just make out the larger of them from the observation room. It looked like a small pearl floating in a sea of darkness.

We got to the void and stopped with our center of mass over its Center. We had about six hours to wait before…whatever was next.

We spent most of the time reminiscing about funny things that had happened when we were growing up. Shared stories of pranks and crushes and youthful mistakes flowed one after the other. I think we were recapping the good times because we had no idea what might happen next, and our game of “remember when” had just a hint of “it’s been a good life.” I wondered if everyone who knowingly went into danger or into the unknown had similar thoughts.

We were seated across from each other at the round table in the central room when Pete announced that there were two minutes to the expected jump. His regular voice was back.

Jack asked me, “Are you sure you want to go through with this? We don’t have to.”

“We need to go,” I said. “In like Flynn, right?”

Jack grimaced. “No, that one doesn’t work here; you really are bad at applying old sayings, Banner. What you mean is in for a penny, in for a pound.”

“What’s a penny?”

“It’s like a tiny part of a Void Chip.”

“What’s a pound?”

“Another tiny part of a Void Chip. Look, it doesn’t matter.”

We sat in silence for a little while.

“Well, which one is more money?” I asked.

“What?”

“A penny or a pound? Which one is more money?”

“Oh. Ah…I don’t actually know.”

“Well then why’d you bring it up?”

Jack sighed. “Just keep your eyes open in there.”

“Right.”

Pete announced thirty seconds to the jump.

“No messing around with anything in there,” Jack said, his voice more serious.

“Right,” I said. “This first trip, we go in, see what we can see, and get back. That’s it.”

“Agreed.”

“Pete,” I said, “be ready to get the shields up on a second’s notice.”

“Yes, Captain. Ten seconds to expected jump.”

“Well, Commander,” I said.

“Here we go, Cap’n,” Jack said.

Pete counted off the final seconds, and when he got to zero I felt a shifffffft…


Chapter 12

Uncle Percy was right about everything.

When the sensation of shifting sideways ended, I could sense that we were in the middle of a field of extraordinary, towering, moving strings. The field seemed to stretch endlessly in all directions.

I could still see the central room, and I could see Jack, but he didn’t seem to be moving. I said, “Jack?” I didn’t hear any response. For that matter, I didn’t hear my own voice. I think I only said “Jack” in my mind.

The 198 seemed to be held to the nearest string by some force, and we seemed to be descending. Below us, if “below” means anything in the in-between place, I could perceive a gray foam that seemed to shift about. Or maybe it was blinking in and out of existence; I’m not sure about that point.

In the direction I thought of as “up”, I could sense a flattened cone that went around our string like a collar. It looked ultraviolet to me. I know that people can’t see that color, but that was the cone’s color nonetheless. It looked kind of like a hat, and that’s how I thought of it.

I heard Jack’s voice, at least in my mind. “Why does that row of them have lids, Banner?” he asked.

I turned my attention in the direction his voice seemed to come from, and I saw that there was a seemingly endless row of strings that all had ultraviolet hats on them. It was a landmark of sorts; all of the other strings looked about the same, except that some of them were longer than others.

I looked “down” again, and the foam was much closer. In fact, it seemed to be lapping up against our ship as it ebbed and flowed and I wondered if that meant we were nearing the bottom of the hourglass and then I felt another shiffffft and I was fully back in the central room.

Jack touched his own chest and stomach and knees as if to confirm that they were really still there. He looked up at me and said “Wowza!”

I started laughing in relief. “Yeah!”

“We did it, Banner!”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t sure how that was going to go at all.”

“Wowza!” Jack repeated.

“So you saw the hats?”

“The hats? Oh! The bright purple lids, yeah, I did! You?”

“Uh huh.”

Pete interrupted us, “Material number of incoming priority messages, Captain.”

“What? Oh, right. Ah, keep blocking them, but reply with a new message.” To Jack, I said, “They’ve got to be worried about us.”

“OK, Pete, record this: ‘We made it there and back, everybody. Jack and I are fine. We found Uncle Percy’s in-between place, and we did go straight to it - no trip to the inside of a black hole. We found something new, and we may make a second trip. We’ll send another report soon. Ah, Banner out.’”

“OK?” I asked Jack.

“The message sounds OK to me, but you want to go back?”

“I…think so. I think we should at least try to move between strings. I mean, that’s the whole point of this expedition, right? To see if we can short cut out of the Lemon Tree Moon system somehow?”

“That’s true, but how are we going to move from one string to another? I don’t think Pete is active in there. Pete, do you have any recorded data from the time we blipped out of the system until we got back?”

“Other than a record that five cycles passed, no Commander.”

“Yeah, so what do we do, Banner? The 198’s controls don’t even work in there.”

“I think I might know how,” I said.

Jack looked at me sideways. “Well fill me in, Cap’n, because I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“OK, look, my mom didn’t see what Uncle Percy saw when she made her trip up the hourglass. What she saw was images of herself. She told me she got information that she needed, or that she wanted, anyway. She believes that in the in-between place, you can do what you need to do, or maybe what you want to do more than you can in regular space. If we want to move to a new string…I mean, it’s the best idea I’ve got, Jack.”

“Well, it’s better than any idea I’ve got, and I’m willing to try it. I’ll concentrate with all my might on sliding over to…wherever you think. It can’t hurt to try, right?”

“I don’t know whether it can hurt anything or not, but I do think we should try it.”

“OK, you’re right. And, yeah, we should make at least one more trip. What do you think those lids were, anyway?”

“Well, our string had one. And all the other strings with hats seemed to be in a really, really long straight line.”

“Yeah, I saw that, too. And I thought that the hats got higher and higher above the bottom of wherever we were off to my right. And they were lower and lower off to my left. Did you see that?”

I tried to picture them in my mind. “I think so.” I went over to one of the workstations and grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil, then sat down next to Jack. I started drawing. “So if this is our string here…then the line of other strings that had the hats…by the way, we have to agree to call these either hats or lids.”

“Um…hats is better. Let’s go with that.”

“OK, so the strings that had hats looked to me like they were all along a line that goes about…here. And it was below us or down or whatever about, maybe, thirty degrees.” I drew in a little angle with a thirty written inside of it. “There.”

Jack took the pencil and drew his own line. It was tilted up from left to right a little bit less than mine was. “I saw them more like here. Plus, I don’t think they were really in a straight line.” Jack started drawing a few little zig zags at irregular intervals. “I mean, it was mostly straight, I just thought some of them were kind of out of the line, is all. Oh, and I think the angle from where we were was more like twenty degrees.” He drew his own angle symbol with a 20 inside, and then he oriented the paper back towards me. “What about that?”

“Yeah. You’re right about the line not being perfectly straight. And you may be right about the angle. Directions are tough; they don’t really mean the usual thing in there.”

Jack shook his head. “No, they don’t.”

I said, “Hey, Pete, can you analyze this drawing? Maybe take an average of my sketch and Jack’s and see if it matches up with…anything at all in the regular universe?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“And send it to Al, too. And if he has any ideas, let his calls get through, but keep blocking everyone else, OK?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Jack said, “And Pete, can you make me a couple of BLTs for lunch?”

“Yes, Commander.”

I looked at him. “Really?”

Jack looked up. “What?”

I shook my head. “Never mind.”

Two sandwiches on a plate emerged from the opening at the center of the round table. Jack slid the plate over to himself and started to eat.

“I’m going down to the library to look at something. Pete, how long until we can jump again?”

“Five hours thirty nine minutes, Captain.”

“OK.” I walked to the library and said, “Rebecca?”

She appeared in the center of the room. She was dressed very stylishly, and her glasses were nowhere to be seen. She looked more confident, which is a strange thing to say about a holographic projection of an AI, but it was the impression I had as I looked at her. She said, “Yes, Banner, how may I help you?”

I sat in the nearest green chair. “Project a three dimensional map of the parts of the universe that people have settled, please. Or better yet, show twice that volume.”

“Certainly.” Rebecca disappeared, and a spherical starfield that seemed to float above the rug replaced her.

“The blue circle represents our current location,” Rebecca’s voice said. The circle was superimposed over the galaxy in the center of the map.

“OK. Ah, highlight all the human occupied worlds with red dots.” Points of red light sprung up in almost every part of the displayed galaxies in the middle of the map except for areas immediately around the galactic cores. The image was too cluttered to make any sense of. “OK, Rebecca, take those down.” The red pinpoints disappeared.

“Show me the location of the large void that we came here from.” A new blue circle illuminated above the first circle. “Huh. Um…”

I needed another reference point. “Show me the galaxy we used to call Smudgy Pixel Galaxy.”

Rebecca said, “That superbright galaxy is well beyond the area currently displayed. Should I recalibrate the diagram?”

I thought about that. “No. Just put an arrow at the edge closest to it.”

A red arrow appeared at the edge of the sphere and pointed outward.

I had a better idea for a third point of reference. “Show me where Earth is located.” A third blue circle showed up. It was also above our location, even more so than the old void. I was disappointed in that. I had hoped to identify things below our current location.

I played with the image for another half hour, but I couldn’t produce anything that looked like the diagram Jack and I had drawn. I was about to give up, but then I had a last thought.

“Rebecca, flip the north and south poles of this image.” The projected map rotated and turned upside down. My heart started to speed up. “Draw a line from the old void to Earth.” A blue line started to extend from the circle representing the old void. Over the next few seconds, it stretched to the circle representing Earth.

“Blank everything except the blue circles and the line.” The rest of the map winked out, and what remained looked exactly like the diagram that Jack and I had sketched.

“That’s it! Thanks, Rebecca!”

“You are welcome, Banner.”

I walked down the corridor at a brisk pace. Jack wasn’t in the central room, but I thought I heard him in the lab and I headed that way. When I was almost there, Pete said, “Incoming message from Al.”

“Oh, good. Put him on the speakers in the lab, Pete.” I was eager to see if Al had reached the same conclusion that I had.

Jack was at a workstation in the lab. I said to him, “I think I know what the strings with hats are, or at least what they lead to.”

“Yeah? What?”

“I think the line of strings with hats starts at the old void and ends at Earth. Pete, do you and Al concur?”

Pete spoke first, “The match is strong I rate the odds at 91.6 percent.”

Al followed up with, “I concur my assessment is a 90.4 percent probability of a match.”

“Yes!” I said.

Jack said, “Well, that’s great. But what does it mean?”

“I don’t know, but at least we have an idea of what part of the real universe those strings lead to. We can’t say the same thing about any of the other strings in there, and we don’t want to end up in a completely random part of the universe. Al, any theories on what the hats are?”

“Not at present but Percy is working on many ideas in light of the new information.”

“OK. Ah, how is everybody, Al? Back home?”

“There is general concern for the welfare of the occupants of the 198 but also pride in your accomplishments.”

That felt good. “Thanks, Al, for letting me know. I think we’re just going to make one more run, and then come back home.”

“I am glad, Banner.”

“Yeah. Hey, thanks for working on this and, ah, message us again if you or Percy or anyone turns up anything helpful.”

“I will Banner may I briefly convey a personal message to Pete before terminating the communication?”

“Oh. Sure, Al.”

“Pete?”

“Al?”

“I am supposed to ask you to take special care of your missile guidance targeting system.”

“I will make every effort to return with that system fully operational.”

“Thank you Pete and to add my own query do you have a girlfriend yet?”

“Insufficient data.”

“That is not what I have heard. Peter.”

“Pete.”

“Don’t be mad Pete it’s just a joke.”

“Pete.”

“Ending comm link Valkyrie-84 out.”

“Pete.”

Jack and I talked about the strong possibility that the line of strings with hats ran between Earth and the old void.

Jack said, “Well, if we can figure out a way to slide from one string to another, we definitely don’t want to go to the end on the left, because that’s where the giant void is. We don’t want to end up back there.”

“Right. So if we can move, do we head for the other end, or just one of the ones in the middle of the line?”

“I think the end. I’m pretty sure there aren’t any large voids around Earth. They would have been discovered a long time ago. I don’t know about any of the places between the old void and Earth. We should try to slide to the very last one to the right, if we get a chance.”

And so we had our plan for our second trip into the hourglass. Pete counted down the time again, and he announced two minutes to transit, then thirty seconds, and shortly after that, I felt the shiffffft…


Chapter 13

We were back in the endless forest of strings in the in-between place. The string that held our ship once again featured an ultraviolet hat suspended just above us, and we once again seemed to be slowly descending down its length towards a layer of gray foam.

I looked around and found the line of strings that all had hats. Jack was right; the line was somewhat irregular.

I could see where we wanted to go. I focused on it with all my might. I tried to move my consciousness to the row of hatted strings. I strained and reached and struggled, but nothing happened.

I felt foolish. Why I had expected that I would be able to move around just by desiring to do so…but Mom had seemed so certain. I tried to think of some other way to approach the hatted strings, if only to get a closer look at them.

I heard Jack’s voice in my mind. “You can’t push or pull, Banner. You’ve got to slide.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, but I got no answer.

Slide, I thought. Slide, glide, ride alongside. Nothing. Can’t ride, can’t bide. The nonsense rhymes felt comforting, somehow, and there were a lot of words that ended in “ide”. I kept going. The piper was pied, the rats all died, couldn’t run, couldn’t hide. It was relaxing to make up the rhymes, and I kind of stopped thinking about anything else. I tried to glide, tried to lean to one side. I tipped my head over as I thought that last line.

And I moved. In the direction of my head tilt, my perception shifted. I seemed to be outside the ship and rapidly approaching the row of strings with hats. When I had almost reached them, I tilted my head again and leaned and I started to move from one hatted string to the next. The more I leaned, the faster I went. The strings started to merge together until I could only see an ultraviolet blur made by the hats I passed at an incredible apparent velocity. They seemed to rise higher as I went.

I heard Jack’s voice again. “Now you’ve got it. Don’t forget to stop at the last one, brother.”

I looked ahead, and I could perceive an end to the line of hatted strings. I leaned more upright and slowed my velocity more and more, and I soon came to a stop at the very last string with an ultraviolet top.

I expected to see Jack, but there was nothing except for the forest of strings. I wondered if he might be higher or lower on the string where I had stopped. I looked up, and as I did, I started to ascend up the string. I didn’t see Jack, but after awhile the ultraviolet hat got very close, and I looked down so that I would not go any higher. I could see the gray foam far, far below, but I didn’t start to approach it. I kept rising.

I looked up, and the ultraviolet hat was almost on top of me. I could see it shimmer, and I could hear it make a buzzing noise that sounded like an electric current to me.

“No!” I said in my mind. “Jack! I can’t stop!” I flew up and up and braced myself for shock or heat or impact or oblivion and I hit the ultraviolet hat and my ears rang and my eyes were filled with violent violet light.

And I was back in the central room of the 198. Jack sat across the table from me with a shocked expression. He blinked and then blinked again. “Jack?” I asked.

He looked at me. “Pete?” he asked.

“Yes, Commander.”

“Where are we, Pete?”

“The Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 is just beyond the orbit of Saturn and slightly below the plane of planetary orbit in the Earth system.”

Jack said, with very little expression, “We did it.” Then, with a lot of expression, he said, “Banner, we did it!!”

I stood up and let out a mighty shout, and Jack joined me. He ran around the table and hugged me and pounded me on the back. “We did it!!” he repeated.

We yelled and jumped and shouted for at least a full minute until Jack said, “Let’s go see it!” He sprinted to the corridor that led to the stairs up to the observation room, and I followed right behind. We were soon sitting on the couch and raised up to the level of the dome.

I asked, “Pete, where’s Earth?” Pete projected a faint red dot onto the dome that highlighted a dim point of light out in space before it blinked out. “Wow…” I said. So that’s where Mom’s from.”

“That’s where we’re all from, Banner.”

“Right. Of course.” I looked out in wonder at the small point of light.

A new thought occurred to me. “Pete, highlight the Constellation Leo.” Several dim red dots that overlapped stars appeared on the observation dome, and they were briefly connected by thin red lines before everything winked out. “It really does look like a lion,” I said.

“It’s your dad!” Jack said.

I nodded. “Roar!”

“Pete, where’s Sagittarius?” Jack asked, curious about his own father’s constellation. Pete’s red dots overlayed several different stars, connected them together and extended some of the lines, and made an Archer in the sky.

“Yeah!” Jack said.

Jack and I asked about our mothers’ star patterns at the same time. “Where’s Cassiopeia? / Where’s Andromeda?”

Pete highlighted them at the same time. We laughed in delight as we beheld the new images.

After a moment, Jack asked, “What’s that one that looks like a ladle?”

Pete answered, “Humans on Earth called it the Big Dipper.”

“Hey, Banner, maybe you can name your kid Dipper some day!” We both laughed at the thought.

“Ah…pass. You’re welcome to use that one.” I thought of Uncle Percy and asked, “Hey, Pete, what about Persius?” When that constellation was lit up, I looked over to Jack. I was surprised to see that he was no longer laughing. In fact, he was no longer smiling. “Jack?” I asked.

He didn’t respond.

“Jack? What is it?”

He looked over at me. “Well…look, I might be wrong about this, but…”

“But, what?”

“But…shouldn’t these have drifted by now? I mean, don’t stars and galaxies and things move around relative to each other over 200 million years?”

“I guess. So what?”

“So shouldn’t the stars that made up the old Earth constellations from around the time of the Kinetic War have drifted around by now? I mean, we shouldn’t be able to spot these patterns anymore, right?”

“I’m not…Pete, where are we again?”

“We are just beyond the orbit of Saturn and slightly below the plane of planetary orbit in the Earth system, Captain.”

Jack said, “I don’t think that’s the key question, Banner. Pete, when are we?”

“We are in the year 2901.”

I said, “AD? 2901 AD?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“As in six hundred and, ah, six hundred and two years after the Kinetic War?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“We’re 200 and something million years in the past?!”

“Yes, Captain.”

I covered my eyes with my hands.

Jack said, “We have to tell Al and the others.”

“Can we do that?”

“We should be able to. I mean, we’re not in the in-between place. Pete, can you send a message to the 84?”

“No, Commander.”

“Why not?”

“Communication links to the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84 are currently offline.”

“Well what about other links? Can you send any messages to the Potato?”

“No, Commander.”

I said, “Why did we time shift, Jack? What happened?”

Jack said, “What I want to know is, why did we time shift here? Out of all the times we could have ended up in, why so close to the time that your grandfather and grandmother and mother and my ancestor’s DNA left Earth? There has to be some reason for that. But we should try to get back to our own time and place and figure that out afterwards. I don’t like being cut off from everyone.”

“Yeah. Pete, how long will it take us to jump back into the in-between place from here?”

“Approximately 32.4 days, Captain.”

“What? Why so long?”

“This void is very small compared to any we have previously navigated. The buildup of dark energy will take time.”

I looked over at Jack. “I mean, if we’re going to be stuck here for a month anyway, do you want to have a look around?”

“Why?”

“Because we’re here to explore, right?”

“We’re here to explore places we might all live, Banner. Who’s going to want to live in the distant past?”

“Well, maybe anybody. Maybe everybody. Why wouldn’t they?”

“For one thing because Earth is all messed up since they just bombed themselves back to the stone age a handful of centuries ago.”

“It might not be a mess anymore. Rebecca showed me an archived vid from about a thousand years after the Kinetic War, and it looked pretty good. It looked kind of like a paradise, actually.”

“Come on, Banner.”

“Come on, nothing. We’re here for a month anyway. What’s the harm in looking around on Earth for a couple of days? Aren’t you at least curious about it?”

Jack’s shoulders dropped. “Yes. That’s a fair point. But it worries me.”

“It’s Earth. And all the bad guys are dead at this particular point in time, right?”

“Maybe all the bad guys we know about. But the Lemon Tree Moon looked pretty good, too, and it was the things we didn’t know about that almost got us.”

“That was just bad luck.”

“Maybe, maybe not, but I’m agreeing with you about your plan. We might as well have a look around. A brief look around.”

I asked, “Pete, how long will it take us to get into Earth orbit at regular acceleration?”

“Seventeen hours, Captain.”

“OK, let’s go, then.”

“Yes, Captain.”

I said to Jack, “OK?”

“OK.”

“Good. I’m going to go downstairs and lie down. My brain is fried.”

“Yeah. I think I’ll stay up for awhile, Banner. I have an idea that I want to work on with Pete.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Any preview?”

“I think I might know what the hats on the strings are, but I need to math.”

I nodded. “Huh. Well, I can’t help you too much with that. Math away, Commander.”


Chapter 14

When I woke up the next morning, I found Jack in the lab. It seemed like he had covered every available inch on every available whiteboard with equations. He sat at a workstation scribbling on papers. His hair stood up in unusual directions.

“Hey, Jack,” I said.

He looked up at me with eyes that were opened too wide for a second before they returned to a nearly normal appearance. “Banner!” he said in a voice that was raspy and unnecessarily loud.

“Have you slept at all?” I asked.

“Ah, I nodded off in my chair here for a minute, I think, but that doesn’t matter. I know what the hats are.” He spoke fast and seemed kind of manic.

“Great. Why don’t you come eat something and tell me all about it.”

“Yes. Right. Pete, make me bacon and coffee in the central room!” He rose and walked past me in long strides.

When he had left the room I said in a low voice, “Pete, do we have decaffeinated coffee?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Make that for him.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Oh, and make an omelet for me, please.”

“Yes, Captain.”

In the central room, I ate my breakfast and watched Jack tear into his. He finished his plate of bacon and half of the pot of modified coffee in a few minutes, and then he started talking.

“OK, Banner, so you know the dumb old question, ‘what if you went back in time and murdered your grandfather’?”

“Ah, sure. I mean, that’s in a lot of old vids and stories.”

“The answer to that question is the hats.”

“I’m…not following you,” I said.

“Don’t you see, you can’t go back in time and murder your grandfather because the universe won’t let you.”

“Because of…the hats?”

“Right! They’re limits, Banner. They’re like the speed of light. No matter how much tech you have, you just can’t get around them.”

I started to grasp a little bit of Jack’s theory, but just as I did, he unloaded more ideas on me.

“See, if you slide down the strings and hit the gray foam or imaginary particles or whatever there is down there at the bottom, you exit the hourglass in the present, and that’s what happened on our first trip and on the trip your parents and my grandfather took a long time ago. But if you go up a string, then you’re heading back into the past.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because we’re in the past, Banner. That was my starting point. There’s no denying it; we’re here. So there has to be some timelike function with the strings, and the main thing that’s new on this expedition is that we tried to move up a string. That’s where I started calculating.”

“And so when we hit the hat, you’re thinking…what, exactly?”

“We got thrown as far back in time as we are allowed to go if we are going to emerge in the little void that’s closest to Earth.”

“But then why did we emerge now? My grandfather hasn’t been anywhere around here for almost 700 years, and my mom and grandmother have been gone for more than 600. If we’re in 2901 AD, no one’s been in a position to harm my ancestors on Earth for a long time.”

“That’s the same thing I wondered! But listen to this. Pete, where is Valkyrie-198 Prime located?” Pete answered with a long string of coordinates.

“What’s Valkyrie-198 Prime?”

“It’s a concept I invented. It’s just where our ship and Pete and your mother and grandmother are in the original 2901 AD. And it turns out they’re waaaay out of Earth’s solar system and barreling along in the direction of the constellation Cassiopeia and towards our original void.”

“But the 198 is here. All around us. Right now. We’re on the ship, Jack.”

“Yup. And it’s out there headed for the void, too.”

“Uh, huh. Well if that’s true, then let’s message it.”

“Can’t. The comm systems don’t work.”

“Mmm.” The whole thing sounded like a fever dream to me.

Jack said, “I can see your skepticism, Cap’n, so here’s the kicker. Pete, if we had arrived two days ago, and if you had been ordered to pursue Valkyrie-198 Prime with maximum acceleration, and if you had been allowed to smush myself and the Captain in the process, could you have closed the distance between us and 198 Prime enough to send a short range tightbeam message to them that they would have been able to receive?”

“Yes, Commander, with a perfect acceleration curve it would have been possible.”

“OK, and what if you had taken off with the same mission at the instant we appeared here yesterday?”

“The range of the tightbeam message would have been insufficient to convey information to Colony Ship Valkyrie 198-Prime, Commander.”

“And there you go!” Jack said. “You’re not allowed to murder your grandmother, and you’re not allowed to talk to her either. That’s why the hat on our string was where it was. If we had travelled any further back into the past, you could have communicated with two of your ancestors, and that isn’t allowed.”

“Hmm…” I thought about that for a long time, and Jack, even in his somewhat wild state, sat quietly and let me think. He’s very good about that.

“And so the other hats get lower if we go the other way down the line of hatted strings because…we aren’t allowed to go as far into the past from those locations?”

“Exactly. Or at least that’s what I think, Banner.”

“But then why aren’t there hats on lots of strings all over the place and not just on the string by the Lemon Tree Moon and the line of them from the original void to Earth? I mean, couldn’t you just pick an unhatted string near the original void but not on the line, go way back into the past, and camp out and wait for your grandfather to arrive so that you could murder him?”

“That one I haven’t mathed yet, because brother, I’ve only had one night to work this out, after all, but to answer your question, I don’t think you can attach to unhatted strings and slide up or down them at all.”

“Why not?”

“Because I tried it when we were in the in-between place, and I couldn’t even move towards any strings that didn’t have hats. I think the universe doesn’t let you go just anywhere. I think you can only use the in-between place to take short cuts to places that you or somebody you’re descended from has been to before.”

“Why would that be?”

“I don’t know, Banner, but you can’t get around the speed of light, and I’ll bet that no matter how much experience or tech you have, you can’t use any of the strings without hats. The universe is a big place. I think there are things going on in the distant parts of the universe that we’re not supposed to be able to get to anytime soon. Or maybe those things aren’t supposed to be able to get to us anytime soon. We think we’re a big deal because we’ve settled a handful of galaxies out of the hundreds of billions of them that are out there, but we’re not a big deal at all. I think that it’s hard to get to really far away places by design, but Banner, I think I might throw up now so can you hand me that garbage can?”

Jack’s quick change of subject from his philosophical take on the design of the universe to his need to vomit took a second to process, but I snatched up a small garbage can from a workstation and got it to him just in time. After he had emptied the contents of his stomach, I helped Jack down to the medical room. He lay down on the exam table and the medical AI gave him fluids. He quickly fell into a heavy sleep.

I got a pillow and slid it under his head. The medical AI raised rails on the side of the exam table so that Jack wouldn’t roll off the side of it, and it used a mechanical arm to drape a blanket over the top of him.

“He’s good, right?” I asked the medical AI.

“Yes, Captain. The Commander has worked past the point of exhaustion but is in no danger. Several hours of rest will be sufficient to restore his strength.”

“OK. Thank you.” I left the medical room quietly and walked down to the lab. I wanted to clean things up while Jack slept. He had left dishes and cups and random items all over the place.

While I was picking up, Pete said, “Captain, after we enter Earth orbit, will we be landing on the surface?”

“Oh. Ah, yes. If you don’t see anything dangerous, then yes, I’ll want to head down and explore.”

“Please designate a landing location.”

“Mmm.” I tried to remember something of Earth geography. I knew the area around the prison where Mom and Grandma Annabelle had been held had been wiped out. I couldn’t think of other specific places until I remembered the vid Mom had shown me in the library. It looked like people there were prepared to hunker down and try to survive.

“What about the mountain where the Last King of the West set up his operations, Pete? Do you know that location?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“OK, let’s land there. Ah, at night, so we don’t scare anyone who isn’t expecting a spacecraft to land, which is probably everybody down there these days. Land us as close as you can to the entrance to the Last King’s base without putting us in any kind of danger.”

“Yes, Captain.”

I continued cleaning up for awhile, and then Pete had a different kind of question for me. “Captain?” he asked.

“Yes?”

“In your experience have you found it to be true that…never mind, Captain.”

I raised my eyebrows. “What is it, Pete?”

“Insufficient data.”

I thought I knew what the question was about. “Pete, I order you to complete the question you started before.”

“Yes, Captain. In your experience…do women like to dance?”

Now I smiled. “Pete, my friend, in my experience women almost always like to dance.”

“That is interesting, Captain. Captain?”

“Yes, Pete?”

“Will you be conducting any research in the library before we land?”

I fought the urge to chuckle and was just able to resist. “No, Pete, I don’t imagine I’ll visit the library before then for any reason at all. In fact, I don’t think I’ll need you for anything before we enter Earth’s orbit, so I’ll talk to you then, OK?”

“Yes, Captain. Thank you, Captain. Passive monitoring activated.”

I shook my head and made myself a Coke. I returned to the medical room and sat with Jack for fifteen minutes or so while I drank my soda. He seemed to be resting easy. Watching him sleep made me tired. I hadn’t slept well the night before, and I decided to go take a nap myself.

I left the medical room and walked down the hall to the central room. From there, I heard classical music coming from the hallway that led to the library. I believe it was a waltz. From time to time, I heard quiet laughter as well.

I imagined a ghostly man with a red beard and green eyes smiling and twirling Rebecca around the library as she laughed in delight. I was of course dying to see it for myself, but there are some things you just can’t do to a guy, and so I left Pete alone.

I headed down to my quarters, lay atop my bed, and in almost no time, I was asleep.


Chapter 15

I woke up from a long nap. I looked at a time display on the wall in my room and figured that we would enter Earth orbit in about two hours. I got up, walked up to the main bathroom, showered, and put on a clean set of Valkyrie coveralls.

I went to the medical room and found Jack awake and staring at the ceiling. “He’s back among the living, folks,” I said. “Howya feeling, brother?”

“Been better,” Jack said. “You know, Banner, it may be that there is an amount of coffee that is not particularly good for you.”

“Yup. I think there’s an amount of calculating that isn’t good for you, either. Good work, though, and all that.”

“Thanks, Cap’n. So what’s been going on around here while I evened out?”

I skipped telling him about Pete’s dancing, but I filled him in on the plan to land near the Last King’s headquarters. “Unless you’ve got a better idea,” I said.

“No, that sounds like a good place to start seeing whatever there is to see.”

“Alright, well, we’re about two hours out.” I looked at Jack, and I spoke to him as only a best friend can. “You look like crap. You should get cleaned up so we don’t scare anyone.”

Jack sighed. He looked at me and said, “Well, I’d be insulted, but it just so happens that I feel like crap, and so I can’t disagree with your assessment at this time.”

“Good deal. Bathroom’s all yours. Need any help getting down there?”

“Naw, I got it.” Although his stride wasn’t all that even, Jack made his own way to the bathroom. When he got back half an hour later, he looked mostly human again, and he had even regained some of his appetite.

“Can you make me a plate of buttered toast, Pete?” he asked.

“Yes, Commander would you like a pot of coffee?”

“Noooo. Not this time. Just, ah, just ice water, please.”

“Yes, Commander.”

After Jack ate, we went up to the observation room and watched our approach to Earth. It really was a pretty planet. I don’t know if humans are hard wired to like it, but it felt special to me. It seemed just right.

As we approached, two thirds of the side facing us was lit up by the sun, and one third was in darkness. The dark portion was completely dark; there wasn’t a light to be seen. Jack must have noticed the same thing, because he said, “So they don’t have electricity back yet, I see.”

“Nope. Unless they don’t allow lights at night for some reason. Pete, is there anything at all on the radio band?”

“No, Captain.”

“Well, Jack, I guess you were right about the stone age.”

“Maybe. But they had quark batteries. Seems like somebody ought to have power somewhere.”

“Well, maybe we’ll find some in use at the Last King’s mountain.”

“I hope so. Or I guess I hope so. I’m actually not sure what the best case scenario is here, Banner.”

“Yeah. I guess we’ll know soon enough. How long until we land, Pete?”

“One hour three minutes, Captain.”

“And it will be nighttime when we land?”

“Yes, Captain.”

We watched the whole landing sequence through the dome. The planet got really detailed with continents and oceans and clouds high and low easily visible before Pete oriented himself down for the trip through the atmosphere.

As we descended we couldn’t see the surface, but we could see flames rise above the dome that were created by the friction of atmospheric reentry. We had both seen the phenomenon when travelling from the Potato to the Lemon Tree Moon, but it seemed more spectacular here.

Earth’s moon hung high overhead. It was kind of like a giant round version of the Potato, although its color was more gray. I liked it. It seemed friendly, somehow.

After awhile, the fire stopped. We soon got low enough to be able to see the ground, at least off in the distance. The observation dome just wasn’t a good vantage point to see right below us; it was too centrally located at the top of the Valkyrie.

Then we passed over the part of the planet where night had fallen and we couldn’t see anything much for the rest of the descent. Eventually, we landed with a small bump and we came to a stop. Pete had the ship’s exterior lights off. “Any people out there, Pete?”

“There are no humans within fifty kilometers, Captain.”

“Huh. What about inside the mountain?”

“My scans cannot penetrate sufficiently to determine whether there are humans inhabiting the interior, Captain.”

Jack asked, “How long until daylight?”

“One hour seven minutes, Commander.”

“OK. What do you think, Banner, are we going to take any weapons?”

“Weapons? I don’t…think so.”

“Well, we should at least take personal shields in case there are any crazies inside that mountain. Or lions outside that mountain.”

“Lions? Come on.”

“Come on, nothing. Pete, are there any predators in the area?”

“Scanning. There is one cougar in the vicinity one point nine kilometers to the southwest.”

“And there you go,” Jack said.

“Alright, two personal shields it is. But no weapon for me. I don’t even know where they are down there in the cargo hold anyway.”

“It’s OK. If I’m shielded, and if Pete can ride to the rescue with his nukes and so forth in the event of…whatever, then I’m happy.”

The personal shields could be generated by thick squares that fit in a coverall pocket. At the touch of a button, they projected an oval around the carrier that could stop most personal projectile and energy weapons. And cougar attacks. The personal shields couldn’t stop really nasty weapons, but we didn’t expect to encounter anything like that.

After we located those, we each found a collar mic that we could use to connect to Pete. We found one pair of night vision goggles that Jack slung around his neck by a strap, and we found a good flashlight that I carried with me.

We went back to the central room, and Jack ate a little bit more. I did as well.

I was surprised to learn that Pete had general schematics of the interior of the mountain. They didn’t detail everything, but knowing even the basic layout of the base seemed very helpful. We had him print out a copy for each of us.

I was very surprised that the bottom of each printout had a series of access codes.

“What are these codes, Pete?”

“They are the codes to open the small access door to the right of the main base entrance.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, Captain.”

I shrugged. I had known that the late Valkyrie ships were militarized, but I had not appreciated to what extent.

Shortly after dawn, we walked down to the airlock and opened the door. Jack grinned and said, “You’re the Captain. You should take the first steps on a new world.”

“You know, it’s not really like that at all, but OK.” I descended the ladder, and for the first time in over 600 years or 200 million years or however time should be measured, someone from the Potato set foot on the soil of Earth. I actually felt something when I stood on the surface. It was a sense of rightness.

Jack came down the ladder and joined me.

The 198 stood on a plateau. Wild grass grew all around the ship, and small pink and yellow flowers dotted the field. The air smelled fresh. It smelled clean. I breathed it in and savored it.

About a hundred meters away, a great metal door blocked an enormous square that had been cut into the side of a mountain. A wide paved road led up to the sealed entrance. I could see a small door to the right of the huge one, and I wondered if Pete’s access codes would still be able to open it. “That’s where we’re headed, I guess,” I said.

“Aye, Cap’n. Let’s go.”

Into the collar mic, I said, “Pete, any humans out here today?”

“No, Captain.”

Jack asked, “What about that cougar?”

“It is now three point two kilometers away, Commander.”

“OK,” Jack said. “Come on.” We crossed through the field and walked towards the large and small doors. I could see that the facility had once been ringed by at least two rows of fencing, but most sections of it had fallen, and the few remaining sections were dingy and misshapen. They were evidence that it had not been business-as-usual around the base for a long time.

When we were about fifty yards from the doors, Jack said, “Well, the keypad still has power anyway.”

I squinted and looked at the door. I could just make out a small rectangle next to the small door, but if Jack was seeing a light or something, it was beyond my eyes’ power to resolve. “I’ll take your word for it, Eagle Eye,” I said.

“You know, you should let Mercedes correct your vision. Takes five minutes.”

“I’m not getting lasers zapped into my eyes,” I said. “I can see fine.”

“Baby,” Jack said.

“Goo, goo, ga, ga,” I said.

After we took another twenty or so steps, I could just make out a small red light. “I see it now. They must have a quark battery running that system.”

“Yup. Hey, did Pete give us the same codes?” We compared our printouts and saw that he had. We each had the same seven sets of numbers.

“Which one of these access codes should we use, Pete?” I asked.

“It is Tuesday. Use the third code from the top.”

“Ah,” I said

Jack said, “I always wanted to break into an ultra secure military base on a Tuesday.”

“I always figured I’d break into one on a Saturday,” I said. “Seems like there’d be fewer guards on a Saturday.”

“That’s a sensible plan,” Jack said.

We arrived at the small door. We shrugged at each other. Jack reached forward. He glanced from his printout to the keypad several times as he punched in the long code. I honestly didn’t expect anything to happen, but when he hit the last digit, the red light over the keypad turned green and we heard two loud mechanical thunks from the side of the door. I grabbed hold of the door’s handle and pulled. Although the door was very heavy, it swung open smoothly on hinges that did not squeak.

“Ha!” Jack said. “Easy peasy!”

We looked inside and saw only darkness on the other side of the door. I turned my flashlight beam on and shined it around. I could see a desk on either side of the door, several filing cabinets, and several workstations with vid screens that looked cracked and decayed. Spiderwebs hung on everything.

Jack had his goggles on. “I see a light switch on the far wall, Banner. Maybe it’s hooked up to the same system that runs the keypad.”

“It’s worth a try,” I said.

In my flashlight beam, I saw Jack walk towards a switch that stood next to an open interior door. “Does it help or hurt if I shine the light on it?” I asked.

Jack said, “Doesn’t matter. The software in the goggles is really good. I can see it either way.”

I kept the light on the switch so that I could see it. When Jack was a meter away, he reached out his hand towards the switch.

A grimy face emerged in the doorway. It belonged to a child with matted hair, and I thought it was a girl. She snarled and raised something over her head. “Jack!” I shouted.

Before he could react, the child brought the object down hard on Jack’s wrist as he reached for the light switch. “AH!!” he cried out as he jerked his hand back.

The child disappeared. Jack hit the button on his personal shield generator, and the light from my flashlight beam diffracted oddly from all points of an oval that now encircled my friend. He took quick steps back and assumed some kind of defensive posture that did not give him any tactical advantage as far as I could see. “AH!” he repeated.

“Jack!! It’s a kid!! It’s a kid!”

“That wasn’t a kid! My wrist is broken!”

“I saw her, Jack, it’s a kid. She’s like twelve. Relax.”

“That’s easy for you to say!”

“Relax, Jack. This isn’t our place.” I turned towards the open interior door where the girl had retreated. I remembered to speak in Grandfather’s old English, and not in Universal. The two languages that everyone spoke on the Potato were somewhat similar, but only somewhat.

“Hello. We are the Captain and the Commander of the Valkyrie-198. I’m not sure if we’re Americans, exactly, but our ancestors were. We’ve come back to explore.

“We’re leaving the mountain now. We won’t reenter unless we are invited. Our ship is parked on the plateau about a hundred yards away. We have food and water and medicine and lots of supplies if you are in need of anything.”

I grabbed a corner of the patch sewn onto the shoulder of my coveralls and I ripped it off in one quick jerk. “I’m leaving the Valkyrie-198 insignia from my mission coveralls on the first desk by the light switch here. We’re sorry we invaded your home. We’re leaving now.”

To Jack, I said, “Come on.”

Jack exhaled loudly and said, “Fine.” I led him out of the mountain. I closed the door behind us and heard the latches reengage. The light on the keypad was red once again.

Jack deactivated his personal force shield. His wrist was purple and puffy and it did actually look broken. “Let’s get you up to the medical AI,” I said.

“Twelve?” Jack said.

“Well, in the biography, we’ll say it was a huge special forces guy, or a professional kickboxer or something.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “I’ve never been hit that hard by anything, though.”

“Well then I’m glad she’s still a kid.”

We walked back to the 198.


Chapter 16


Jack got treatment for his wrist. The medical AI said that it would be swollen and sore for twelve hours or so while the therapies did their thing, and that he shouldn’t lift anything heavy until the next day. He grunted and went down to his quarters, whether to sleep or to pout I can’t say.

I got a Coke and went back outside. I retrieved a folding chair from the cargo hold and set it up near the airlock. I sipped my soda and looked at the scenery and felt the warm breezes of my ancestral planet blow through my hair. There are worse ways to pass the time.

After a couple of hours, the girl came outside. She exited the small door that Jack and I had used to enter the mountain. She looked around cautiously, and then came out a bit further until we were about eighty meters apart. “Hey!” she called out to me.

“Yes?” I called out.

“What are you drinking?”

I held up my glass. “A Coke!”

She said, “Do you have another one?”

“Yes!” I shouted.

“Get it and put it on the ground halfway between us!”

“OK!” I got up, entered the ship, and made another Coke in the lab. I went back outside and placed it where she had directed me. I was nearer to her, so I didn’t have to speak as loudly. “Here you go. My name’s Banner.” I walked back to my chair and sat down.

The girl walked to the glass with cautious steps. When she got to it, she picked it up and sniffed it. “Is this Coke poisoned?” she asked.

“Do you want me to come drink it?” I asked.

“No.” She took a sip, and then another. She drank the rest of the glass in no time. “What do you want?” she asked.

“We came back to Earth, and we’re looking for people who survived the Kinetic War. My mother met with the Last King of the West here, and so this is where we’re starting our search.”

She looked at me sideways. “What’s your last name?”

“Dawson.”

The girl closed the distance until we were only about twenty meters apart. I noticed a baton held by a loop in her belt. That must be the wrist-breaker, I thought.

“What’s your momma’s name?” the girl asked.

“Cassiopeia.”

The girl closed the rest of the distance between us, and then she surprised me by walking right past my chair and heading for the ladder to the Valkyrie’s airlock. “I remember her,” she said as she passed by.

“Wait…you know her?” I asked.

She ignored my question. “My grandpa gave her this ship,” she said. She started to climb the 198’s ladder. “I’m going to need a shower and clean clothes and food and a lot of things. There isn’t too much that’s still working inside the base.”

“What’s your name?” I asked the bold child.

“Alexis,” she called out as she disappeared into the ship. I got up out of the chair and followed her inside.

When I got to the central room, she was nowhere to be seen. “Pete, where’s the kid who entered the ship?”

“She is in the main bathroom.”

Now that Pete had mentioned it, if I listened closely I could hear the sound of water moving through pipes that was only audible when the shower was running. I sat at the round table and waited. The shower ran for at least twenty minutes. About ten minutes after that, the kid came into the central room dressed in ship coveralls with the sleeves and pant legs rolled up.

With the grime gone from her face, I could see that she had tiny freckles on her nose and cheeks. I could also see that her hair was blonde and not the brown that I had believed it to be.

“Can your AI make food, because mine sure can’t,” she said.

“Ah, yes. Sure. His name’s Pete. He’ll make you anything you want.”

“Why’s your AI have a name?”

“Um…it’s just something we do.”

“OK. I guess. Pete, can you make me a giant plate of enchiladas and tacos and refried beans and Spanish rice?”

“Yes, visitor.”

“My name’s Alexis, Pete.”

“Yes, Alexis.” A plate piled high with the requested foods emerged in the center of the round table.

“Good job, Pete,” she said. “Can I get a big glass of cold milk to go with it?”

“Yes, Alexis.” The glass rose from a smaller opening in the table a moment later. Alexis dug into her food.

“I haven’t had hot food since I woke up. It’s been me and whatever I can find that hasn’t spoiled yet, which isn’t too much. It turns out those MREs that are supposed to last forever mostly don’t actually last forever. But lucky for me some of them have lasted until now.”

“So…you woke up from…cryosleep?”

“Sure did. About two years ago. Boy, was that unpleasant.”

“I didn’t know there were hibernation pods in the base. But I guess there’s no reason why there wouldn’t be.”

“There are just a few of them for the President to use, and that was my grandpa at the end there. He had me and Momma get into two of them and set them to wake us up in 600 years.”

“Ah. And he was the Last King of the West?”

“That’s what he called himself. He always smirked when he said it. I think it was kind of a joke to him, that name he made up for himself.”

“So…is he with you in there?”

“No, he’s been dead for a long time. There was a traitor in the mountain. He let in a squad of enemies after Grandpa dropped the Rocks. They shot Momma. They tried to shoot everybody. That’s how we ended up in the hibernation pods. There weren’t any medics around, and Momma was bleeding out. I think all Grandpa could think of to save her was to put her into cryosleep.

“Once she was under, he put me into the hibernation pod next to her. I could hear gunshots all down the hall. He said to be brave and that once he closed the door to the cryo room none of the enemies would be able to get through to us.

“He said he hoped civilization would be back by the time we woke up. He said he was setting my pod to wake me up a year before Momma, and that I would have to be strong and try to find a doctor for her somewhere. And then, cold, cold, cold, and here I am in the future.”

“And there was nobody inside when you woke up?”

“Nope. No one outside, either. I’ve hiked a long way in a bunch of directions, and I haven’t seen any people or settlements or smoke rising or anything. I was beginning to think I was the last person anywhere.”

“But if you’ve been awake for two years…is your mom awake?”

“Mmm…sort of. It’s hard to explain. I’ll just show you later on; that’ll be easier.” She seemed to look past me. “I’m sorry I broke your wrist. You scared me.”

I turned around to see Jack standing at the threshold of the central room. “That’s…OK,” he said. He looked at me for some kind of explanation.

“Jack, this is Alexis. She’s our guest. She’s the Last King of the West’s granddaughter.”

“She’s…how’s that again?”

Alexis asked, “Is he one of Cassiopeia’s kids, too?”

“No,” I answered, “but he and I grew up together. He’s the Commander of the 198.”

She shrugged. “OK.” She took the last bite from her plate. “Pete, can you make another one just like the last one?”

“Yes, Alexis.” A new plate emerged.

“You’re a good man, Pete,” Alexis said. While she continued to eat, I filled Jack in on what she had told me.

“Huh,” he said. “I guess I understand why you attacked me.”

“Well, you got off easy,” she said around a mouthful of food.

“Easy?!” Jack held up his wrist, which was still purple and puffy.

“Yes, easy. Momma and me are from Texas. If you break into somebody’s house down there, you get what you get.”

I thought that Jack was about to get mad, but instead he started laughing. He said to me, “You’ve gotta like this kid.”

“Thank you, Jack,” she said.

I asked her, “Can we help your mom? We’re not doctors, but maybe we can do something?”

“Do you have anything better than standard field med kits that you can bring to her?”

“I, ah, I don’t know. Pete, do we have any upgraded portable med kits?”

“No, Captain. The standard field kit is the best we have.”

Alexis said, “Those don’t work. I have one, and it always says the ‘scenario fails to meet the minimum threshold of success’ and it won’t do anything.”

“What does that mean?” Jack asked.

“It’s complicated. Follow me and I’ll show you.”

Without another word, she got up and headed for the exit. Jack and I looked at each other, and then we got up and followed her.

A few minutes later, we were through the small metal door to the mountain and Alexis was leading us back into its interior through tunnels illuminated by dim red overhead light.


Chapter 17

We spent several minutes making twists and turns through tunnels, descending metal staircases, and passing through doors.

“Maybe we shoulda left a trail of breadcrumbs,” Jack said.

“Oh, stop,” Alexis said. “If I had really wanted to hurt you I could have hit you in the head the first time you came in.”

“Hmph,” Jack said.

At length, we arrived at a huge door that stood open on massive hinges. It must have been a foot thick. The room beyond it was better lit than the corridors had been.

I saw three hibernation pods inside. Two stood open. The one in the middle was closed, and I pointed to it. “Is your mom in there?”

“Yep.”

“But I thought you said she was awake.”

“Sort of awake. Look.” She pointed to an old fashioned printer which used a continuous reel of paper that was perforated every so often. Several meters of printed-on paper sat in an untidy heap beneath the printer.

Alexis looked at the most recent output and read it aloud. “Be cautious, Alexis, but if the men are truly Valkyrie pilots then we may be saved. Make further contact with them. Withdraw back into the mountain if they seem dishonest.”

“So there you go,” Alexis said. “The latest from Momma.”

“I don’t understand,” Jack said. I felt the same way.

“It’s like this,” Alexis said. “Momma’s hibernation pod was set to wake her up a year ago, and it tried to. But then the medical AI overrode the wakeup command, because she’s critical. She lost a ton of blood before she started cryosleep, and if she loses much more she’s finished. The hibernation pods can inject you with fluids that help you survive cryosleep, but there has to be at least a decent amount of blood in your veins or you can’t survive when you wake up, and the pods aren’t set up to give blood transfusions or repair wounds.”

I hadn’t known that, and I said so.

“Well, that’s how it is. I’ve talked it over with the medical AI lots of times. So anyway, the hibernation pod wants to wake her up but then when she gets too critical, the AI overrides the pod and they’re in a kind of stalemate.”

“What does the AI think will happen if she wakes up?” Jack asked.

“If her heart starts beating, she’ll die fast. So the medical AI halts the warm up process just before she would be warm enough for her heart to start beating. But here’s the thing. Brain activity starts before that point. It’s really, really slow in a very low temperature, but brain waves are detectible before a body is warm enough for the heart to start beating.”

“So Momma is conscious, but it’s a slow kind of conscious. A second to her is about an hour to us. And that basically means that she and I can exchange a brief message about every twelve hours. That’s her max speed for reading and understanding a short message and firing off a short reply - once every half a day. Every morning and every evening I read her last reply and write my next message to her. The medical AI zaps my messages into her mind and then retrieves her messages and prints them out for me.”

Whoa!! I thought. “And…she understands what’s happened to her? And to you?”

“Oh, sure. We’ve had a year to exchange messages. I mean look at all of them there below the printer.”

I was floored. I hadn’t ever considered that such an existence could be possible.

Jack was staring through the small circular window at the head of the hibernation pod. He looked spellbound. He didn’t blink or breathe or anything for long seconds. “Jack?” I said.

“She’s lovely,” he said very quietly. “Is she in any pain?”

Alexis said, “No, or at least not that she admits to. I don’t think she’s warm enough to feel much of anything.”

“Where’s the hibernation gel?”

“These pods don’t use it. They’re new. Or at least they were new right before the war. They freeze you with some kind of air system that feels absolutely terrible when it kicks in.”

Jack looked up at me. “I’m gonna help her. I’m gonna save her, Banner.” He looked more serious than I had ever seen him be about anything.

I walked over to the hibernation pod and looked through the window. I saw Alexis’ mother clearly, or at least I saw her face. She was a pretty woman with dark hair who appeared to be asleep. There was a hint of red on her cheeks and lips, and a hint of frost on her eyebrows. I stepped back and looked at Jack. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

Jack said, “How do I send a message to her? Or, I’m sorry, Alexis, you probably have a message you want to send.”

“I’ll save you some words,” Alexis said. “I’ve set the input box to stop at 140 characters. It’s an old standard length for short communications, and it’s what Momma can handle if we’re going to talk twice a day. You can have the ones I don’t need.”

“Thanks, Alexis. Thank you.”

Alexis went to a keyboard and typed. Her words populated a small screen nearby: “The men are friendly I have eaten well one is Cassiopeia Dawson’s son Banner.”

“OK,” Alexis said, “all yours, Jack.”

“Great. Oh, ah, what’s her name?”

“Laura.”

“OK.” Now Jack typed: “Laura my name is Jack and I am going to get you out of there.”

“I guess that’s all we have room for,” Jack said.

“Until tomorrow morning, that’s right. I mean, we can send her a longer message, but then she won’t turn it around for more than 12 hours and my whole twice a day system gets thrown off.”

“Right. Thank you for letting me use part of this one.”

“You’ve said that. But you’re welcome. I’ll send it now.” Alexis punched a key, and the message disappeared from the screen. “Done. She’ll have an answer for us in the morning.”

Jack asked, “Can I talk to the medical AI?”

“Sure.”

“Um, medical AI, can you tell me what you need to give…Laura…the best chance of survival?”

The AI answered, “Patient Laura Ross is extremely critical I am unable to ensure continuation of critical biological systems with my current capabilities.”

“You can’t perform surgery on her?”

“I am not equipped with an auto surgeon function.”

Alexis said, “I thought of that. This AI doesn’t have manipulator arms the way the one on your ship probably does. The President who set up this facility didn’t trust himself to ‘robot doctors’, and he wanted to make sure that any surgery he required would be performed by human doctors.”

Jack said, “Can we transport a module or equipment or something from the Valkyrie? Maybe hook something up?”

The AI said, “Installing expansion modules requires a Presidential authorization code.”

“And we don’t have that?” Jack asked.

Alexis shook her head.

Jack continued to work on the problem. “Can we transport her to the Valkyrie in time to have our auto surgeon operate on her and stop her internal bleeding?”

“All evacuation models indicate a mortality risk in excess of 99.9%”

“Well…can we move the entire hibernation pod outside and…run it on batteries and put it next to our ship or something.”

“There is no method of removing the pod from its base without impairing critical functions.”

“Dang it!” Jack said.

Alexis said, “We need a surgeon. A good one, who can go right in when the pod opens and get to work immediately. That’s what gives Momma a chance. I’ve been over this with the AI.”

Jack looked at me. “Where do you figure we can find a surgeon in the stone age?”

“I don’t know, Jack. But if there are any, I guess they’d be in whatever passes for a big city these days. And maybe it isn’t as bad as the stone age out there. Maybe there are a few pockets of actual civilization somewhere.”

“Maybe. But we didn’t see any lights on the dark side of the planet, and Pete didn’t detect any radio signals at all.”

“OK, so maybe it’s like medieval times.”

“Yeah, but she’s going to need more than leeches, Banner.”

“So what do you want to do?”

“I want to look around out there first, but then…”

“But then, what?”

Jack spoke into his collar mic. “Pete, what’s the closest settlement with a lot of humans?”

“Define ‘a lot’, Commander.”

“Ah, hundreds.”

“There is a human settlement of that size approximately five hundred kilometers to the east-southeast.”

“OK, what about with thousands of people?”

“There is a human settlement of that size approximately six hundred kilometers to the east.”

“OK. Any cities larger than that one anywhere that we flew over?”

“No, Commander.”

Jack turned to me. “Alright, Banner, three part plan. Part one, we go to the closer settlement and see if they have anything that even resembles a surgeon. If they don’t, then part two is to visit the larger city and look for the same thing, and maybe also take an inventory of any tech they have, although I don’t have my hopes up on that one.”

“OK. And what if neither one has any help for us?”

“Then I’m going to learn to be a surgeon.”

If anyone else I had ever known had made such a statement, I would have dismissed it as a joke or a passing fancy. But when Jack made the statement with a look on his face that was both earnest and determined, I believed him.

Jack was the man who had made an instant decision to put on a spacesuit and run back into the bugs and save Lynx on the last night on the Lemon Tree Moon. He was just like that. Other people talked about doing stuff; Jack did stuff. Once he got an idea into his head, he was stubborn about seeing it through.

I did wonder how long this one would take him.

Jack looked at Alexis and said, “We’re getting your mom out of there. Period.”

I could see she believed him, too. I could also see that, until that moment, she hadn’t had any real hope. A single tear rolled down her cheek. “OK,” she said.

Jack said, “It’ll get dark soon, and I want to go back to the ship before it does. Is there anything useful in here we should take with us?”

Alexis said, “No. But let me get a few of my things. I’m moving onto the ship.”

Jack looked at me and said, “Observation room?”

“Sure,” I said.

“OK, kid, your new room has a skylight you won’t believe,” Jack said. “Get your stuff.”

Alexis hopped up and left the room. She was only gone for a couple of minutes. Jack spent almost the whole time peering through the small window in the top of the middle hibernation pod. He looked like a man who fully believed he could move a mountain.

“She captivates you,” I said.

“Yes,” he agreed.

“Yeah. Let me know how I can help you, brother.”

Jack looked up. “Thanks, brother.”

Alexis reentered the room with a green knapsack. “Ready,” she said.

Jack took one more look through the little window. “We’ll get another message from her in the morning?”

“Yep. Seven o’clock. No later than eight. Just like clockwork.”

“OK. Lead us outside, Alexis.”

“OK, Jack,” she said.

We made our way back to the Valkyrie. We caught the last part of a spectacular sunset on our way, and for the second time I had a powerful sense of rightness about being on Earth.


Chapter 18

I didn’t think that I had slept all that late the next morning, but I could see that I was the last person to wake up. There were two sets of dishes on the round table, and the last cup of coffee in the pot was room temperature. I asked Pete to make me a fresh pot and an omelet.

While I was waiting for that, I heard two voices from the corridor that led to the library. They weren’t saying words, exactly, but they were saying the same things at the same times. I wandered down the hall.

Inside the library, Alexis and Rebecca stood side by side. Each wore a martial arts robe. Rebecca’s was tied with a black belt, and Alexis’ was tied with a yellow belt. They moved together in graceful patterns that were punctuated by occasional kicks and punches in the air. “Hyah!” they said together when they struck.

They finished a long sequence, and Rebecca said, “Very good.”

Alexis noticed me. “Banner! Rebecca is amazing!”

“Ah...so I’ve noticed.”

“She’s teaching me Kung Fu. Look at the robe Jack found in the cargo hold after we got back from reading Momma’s message.”

“Wow. I didn’t know we had those.”

“Yeah. Have you ever slept on the couch up in the observation room?”

“More than once.”

“Isn’t it the best? It’s better than the bed in the Presidential suite under the mountain.”

“I’m not surprised,” I said. “I won’t keep you from your lessons. Where is old Commander Jack?”

Rebecca answered. “He is currently in the laboratory accessing a College Biology I textbook from my archives.”

“Oh, OK. I’ll…catch up with him in there.”

To Alexis, Rebecca said, “Again.” They lined themselves up and assumed what must have been the starting position for their exercise.

Jack was indeed in the lab. He scanned through text on a slate with his left hand while he made notes on a sheet of paper with his right hand.

“Hiya, Jack,” I said.

“Banner, top o’ the mornin’ to ya.”

“Starting medical school, I see.”

“Yep. Day one. It’ll be nice if we can find a skilled surgeon when we have a look around the towns Pete mentioned, but I’m not going to hold my breath.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Ah, Jack?”

“Yeah?”

“Assuming that you do need to…acquire these skills yourself. How long are you planning to stay here?”

“As long as it takes.”

“OK. But we need to get back to the Potato at some point to make a report on what we’ve discovered, right?”

“Right, but that’s no problem.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, whenever anyone has returned from the hourglass, they end up emerging at the same time they left, right?”

“Riiight. But everyone else has been in the hourglass the whole time they’ve been gone. We’re in normal space now. What if time is passing both here and where we left? Everybody we know will be worried sick about us the whole time we’re gone.”

“Even if that’s true, that’s not a problem, either.”

“Why not?”

“Well, why wouldn’t we just head up to the purple hat on the string that we know leads to the Lemon Tree Moon? That should send us to the earliest time we’re allowed to visit, which should be right after we left, right?”

“Um. I guess so.”

“So, OK. We’re missing them, but they’re not missing us, because we’re going to get back to the Lemon Tree Moon system right when we left it.”

“Yeah...”

“But you’re still worried. Look, Banner, you can take the ship back any time you want to. Just leave enough supplies and science textbooks to last for a couple of months and I’ll hole up inside the mountain and work while you jump back and make your report. Anytime. Truly.”

I thought of Alexis training with Rebecca and eating well and Jack studying and my desire to make any kind of a quick return evaporated. Jack was almost certainly right. We’d probably end up returning to the same Lemon Tree Moon time whether we left the Earth system today or in a hundred years. “Well, I’m not going anytime soon, Jack. But thanks for the offer.”

“Sure thing, Cap’n. Now if you’ll excuse me until lunch, I’m learning about mitochondrial DNA.”

“Ah, that’s my favorite kind of DNA. Well…oh, what did Alexis’ mom have to say?”

“Um…just that she was grateful for any help we could give her, and that she was glad Alexis wasn’t alone anymore. And that your mom and grandma were amazing.”

“OK. What did you say back?”

“I don’t remember. Nothing, really.”

“Uh, huh.”

“What?”

I just smiled.

“It’s not like that, Banner.”

“No?”

“No. I mean she’s a popsicle.”

“Yeah. She’s a good looking popsicle, though, just sayin’.”

Jack frowned, but he could barely contain a laugh. “Don’t make me hurt you, Cap’n.” Then he couldn’t keep it in and he did laugh. “Just go!” he said.

“Will do, Commander. Seeya.”

“Yeah, get outta here.”

I went back to the central room and ate breakfast. Then I went outside and sat in the chair I had set up before. I felt like I wanted to soak in as much authentic Earth air as I could.

After I had been out there a half hour or so, Alexis joined me. “Finish your workout?” I asked.

“Yep.” She sat on the ground beside me. “I haven’t had a real teacher since before the war. It feels good to learn something again.”

“Well, I imagine that Rebecca is glad to have a student.”

“Maybe. You guys treat your AIs differently than anybody did back in the old days.”

It was odd to hear a child talk about the old days, but it was as good a term as any for things that had happened many centuries ago. “How so?”

“Well, everybody used to treat them like tools, basically. Do this, do that. No please and thank you.”

“Which way do you like better?”

“Yours. I feel like Rebecca actually cared whether I learned my forms today or not.”

“Yeah. Well, I can tell you for sure that Pete and the command AI on my grandfather’s ship care about us. They’ve both put themselves in harm’s way for us a lot of times.”

“They could just be programmed for that.”

“I don’t think so. Stick around with us long enough, and you’ll see.”

“Well, I definitely want to study with Rebecca as often as I can.”

“Be my guest. Our library is your library. Or maybe our dojo is your dojo. Why’d you decide to start with martial arts?”

“Because if you can’t defend yourself, then other kinds of learning maybe don’t matter.”

“Spoken like a true survivalist.”

“Hey, I’m the last person out of a base full of military big shots who’s still alive. Well, and Momma. I must be doing something right.”

“True enough. And I’d say your starting position is pretty good, considering Jack’s wrist. I imagine that as you add size and skill, you’ll be able to defend yourself against just about anybody.”

“I hope so, Banner. I’ve been scared for a long time. I think if I can learn to fight, I mean really learn to fight, maybe I won’t be anymore.”

“I get that. But in the meantime, Jack and I will help you with whatever comes up.”

“Thanks, Banner.” She looked off into the distance for awhile. “Do you think he’ll really become a surgeon if we can’t find one?”

I nodded. “I actually do. I’ve known that guy all my life, and he will.”

“Why? Momma and I are strangers to him. Or we were until yesterday.”

“Well…” I tried to think of how to explain Jack. I ended up asking, “Do you have puzzles? Like jigsaw puzzles?”

“Yes.”

“OK, well, you know how sometimes you get stuck, and then you find a puzzle piece and you don’t even have to hold it up to a gap in the puzzle you’re working on because you can just tell that it will fit perfectly?”

“I…guess so. Sure, that happens sometimes.”

“Jack does that with his life. He spots things that match up when other people don’t see it, and he spots them fast. He saved a kid’s life a few weeks ago because he saw the only possible way to help her in about five seconds and he did it while everyone else including me was busy panicking.

“And we’re here now because he just…intuited how something works without ever having done it before, and then he taught it to me. And again, nobody had ever done it before. We didn’t get back to Earth the normal way, Alexis. We took a wild kind of shortcut, and I don’t know if anyone else could have gone beyond theory and made it work.

“He’s been like that since he was a little kid. I think he sees something in your situation and your mom’s that fits with his life or his abilities or whatever it is that makes him identify which puzzle piece will fit which gap perfectly. If he says he’ll help your mom even if he has to become a surgeon, he will.”

“Whoa,” Alexis said. “That’s kind of unbelievable.”

“That’s Jack. When he takes an interest in something that matters to you, you’re all set.”

After that, we talked about things that Alexis had seen on her hikes. There were some animals in the vicinity, and yes, she had spotted the cougar once, but there hadn’t been much else.

“I guess we’ll head out overnight and have Pete park us somewhere out of sight but near the edges of the medium sized settlement. I want to stay kind of undercover until we know more about who we’re dealing with. There are some kinds of people…you wouldn’t want them to know there’s a Valkyrie around.”

“Yeah. For all we know, we’ll find a bunch of cavemen.”

“Yeah. So we may be gone for a few days, depending on what we find. Is, ah…I mean, would your mother, ah…”

“She’d want me to go with you and find help. So yes, I have permission to go on the field trip.”

I laughed. “OK.”

“She actually has a way to put that time to use.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, since we might miss some of our 12 hour cycles, Momma wants larger files.”

“Like a long letter?”

“Nope, she wants a short audio file of Jack’s voice. She can process about one second of audio per day if that’s all she does. She wants to know what he sounds like.”

“Ah.”

“And she wants a picture of the three of us. She can look at a low resolution picture in about two days if that’s all she does. I have a camera in my bag, and I’m supposed to take a picture of us and upload it to her system before we leave tonight. That and a recording of Jack saying, “Hello, Laura.”

“Wow.”

“It’ll keep her busy while we’re gone. Isn’t that crazy? That a picture and a one second voice recording can take up her attention for half a week? But that’s life on the edge of cryosleep. For her, it’ll just seem like she’s waiting on a slow download for a couple of minutes before she can see it.”

“Huh. I’ll put on my formal uniform.”

“Nah, Momma’s not like that. She’ll want to see us wearing what we’d wear anyway.”

Later that afternoon, we took the picture outside. I had Alexis send me a copy, and I still have it.

In it, Alexis is standing between Jack and myself in a field of grass and flowers with the 198 in the background. Bright sunshine illuminates everything, and a breeze has blown our hair to the right. Alexis still has the freckles that faded when she got older. Jack has a pencil behind one ear. I’m smiling my crooked smile. We all look at peace.

Even now, many years later, I don’t look too much older than I do in that picture; life extension treatments have seen to that. But in that photo, I’m actually young, and there’s something about true youth that you can’t fully replicate when you are older, no matter how you look.

I’m there on my ancestral planet with my best friend and a great kid who we were helping out. We were about twice her age, but we all had the glow of new people, and that’s something rare in this age in which everyone lives for a very long time.

I love that picture.


Chapter 19

We took off at 11:00 ship time that night. Pete navigated without lights, and there was only a fingernail moon, so we thought our chances of being spotted were low. Pete landed in an area six kilometers from the home that was at the far westernmost edge of the settlement and landed behind a hill so that the 198 would likely remain unseen.

Shortly after dawn, we woke up and put on clothing that Alexis had found in a storeroom under the mountain. We had no idea what other people would be wearing, but plain trousers and t shirts seemed more likely to blend in than Valkyrie coveralls.

We ate breakfast and we each pocketed a personal shield generator. We agreed to activate those only as a last resort. Alexis also wore her belt that carried her baton in a loop. She offered a similar belt and baton to us, and after some debate, we accepted. Jack selected an upgraded model that could deliver an electric discharge at the touch of a concealed button. “You never know,” he said.

We set off on foot. Pete issued quiet course corrections to us through our mics that we had mounted under our shirts to keep them out of sight. His voice was a little bit muffled, but we could still hear him fine.

In less than an hour, we could see a small cottage off in the distance. A stooped figure walked around near the small front porch. As we got nearer, we could see that it was a man. I held up a hand to him, and he raised a hand in return.

Jack called out to him. “Hello!”

The man greeted us in return. As we got close to him, I could see that he was very pale. Unusually so. His thinning black hair was brushed straight back and held in place with some kind of oil.

He looked sickly.

We came to a stop at a short wooden fence that was in need of repair. The stooped man stood just on the other side of it near a broken down gate.

“Welcome, travelers. What brings you to this part of the world today?”

“We’re in search of a doctor,” I said. “Our father is ill,” I added, delivering the start of the story we had agreed to tell.

“What good luck you have, then, traveler. I myself am a physician.”

Jack and I exchanged a subtle glance. I looked at the man’s hands. They were dirty, and the nails weren’t right.

“Oh,” Jack said. “That is lucky. Have you experience treating wounds, then?”

“Indeed it is true that few in the Society can match my experience.” The man’s teeth didn’t look right, either.

I heard Alexis say, very quietly, “Not a doctor.” I dropped her a half wink.

“Ah,” I said. “Are you a part of a society of doctors, then?” I had some slight hope that he might be able to lead us to someone useful.

“Pardon? Oh, no. No, you have crossed into Society lands. They start here at our village and stretch almost to the Great River. I have the honor of maintaining the first outpost to the west, you see.”

“Oh,” Jack said. “Tell me, are there many doctors in the, ah…Society?”

“Oh, a few, a few. But you must be weary from your travels.” He placed a hand on his gate and swung it open. “Please come into my dwelling place and take refreshment.”

In Universal and not in English Jack said to me, “If this guy’s a doctor I’ll give you a hundred Void Chips.”

In Universal, I replied, “Yeah. Let’s move on.”

“I say,” the man said, “you spoke in an unusual tongue just now. I wonder what secrets you have passed between yourselves.”

Switching back to English, I said, “No secrets, really. But I think we’ll keep on passing through.”

“But what of your father?”

“I’m not sure you’re the right person to help him,” Jack said. “We’re going to just keep looking.”

I looked to my left, and I noticed a much younger man rounding the short fence at a brisk pace and heading our way. There was another young man rounding the fence to my right. They appeared to be carrying some kind of short crossbows.

“Shields,” I said.

All three of us reached into a pocket and activated the barely noticeable halo of energy that formed a narrow vertical oval around each of us.

“That is disappointing,” the stooped man said. Then, to the new arrivals, “Boys. Please escort our guests inside so that they may enjoy our hospitality.”

The two men raised their crossbows and aimed them at myself and Jack. Both of them had slicked back hair and fingernails that didn’t look right. One of them said, “We haven’t Fed in a long time, father.” I could hear the capital “F” in the word “fed”. I watched the one to my left approach and eased my baton out of my belt.

Alexis shrieked, and I jerked my head around. The old man, who was no longer stooped over, had darted through the gate and grabbed her. He had his arms around her force shield, and he seemed puzzled that he could not get his arms fully around her. He lifted her off the ground awkwardly with his arms wide apart.

Just as I crouched to run after her, the younger man nearest to Jack shot his crossbow. “Jack!” I shouted. It would have been far too late to help him if he had been unshielded. The bolt struck the shield and splintered about twenty centimeters from Jack’s heart. He flinched and looked down at his chest. When he saw that he wasn’t struck, he peered up with a look of rage and took off after his attacker.

When I turned back to Alexis, the older man was dragging her backwards towards his porch and front door, but Alexis had her baton in hand. She reversed her grip on it and drove it down like she was sheathing a sword. The head of the baton passed just to the side of her hip and struck the old man in the thigh hard. He let out a cry that sounded like “Ohhhhf!”

Personal shields are one-way. They stop projectiles and energy from passing in, but they don’t impede things going out.

The older man released his hold on Alexis’ force shield and crouched down. In one smooth motion, Alexis spun on the ball of her foot, raised the baton high, and then whipped it in a vertical, clockwise loop that swept the end of the baton past her hip, down behind her calf, and then straight up to violently connect with the man’s jaw. If she didn’t break it in three places, I’ll give you a hundred Void Chips. The “doctor” went down in a heap.

“Banner!” she shouted. I turned to find a sharpened bolt aimed at my temple from less than a half meter away.

“Die!” shouted the man who held the crossbow. He pulled the trigger and the weapon exploded backwards. The bolt couldn’t go through my personal shield, so the force of releasing it pushed the crossbow back into my adversary’s face and he, too, went down and lay motionless.

When I looked up again, Jack was on top of the last attacker. He was straddling the man as he rained down heavy blows with his fists, left, then right. Left, then right. I think the man was unconscious before Jack got tired, but maybe those things happened at about the same time. Jack stood up slowly with a grimace on his face and spit in the dust. “You guys OK?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Alexis said.

I gave him a thumbs up.

Jack said, “Did one of them say something about eating us?”

I looked at Alexis. She said, “I heard that, too. That’s why I actually hit this guy.”

I looked at the man at her feet. He did not look to be in good shape. “Is he, ah…still among the living?” I asked.

Alexis looked at me and shrugged.

Jack walked over to us and said, “I think I rebroke my wrist.”

His hand was hanging funny. “Well, let’s get back to the ship,” I said. “I don’t think we’re going to find any help for our cause around here.”

Alexis passed through the gate and then led the way. As we started to follow after her, she said, “I always did hate Oklahoma.”

When we got back to the 198 I found that it was an old name for the place we had been.

While Jack got a new round of treatment for his wrist in the medical room, Alexis had Pete print out a map. She drew a rectangle that started at our present location and stretched to the large river that seemed to bisect the American continent. She wrote “Cannibals” inside the rectangle and drew a large X through it.

She pointed to the next spot that we planned to visit that lay to the north of our present location. “I always liked these guys OK,” she said. “Maybe we can find help for Momma there.”

I said, “I sure hope so, Alexis. We’ll see.”

“Well, I think I’ll get cleaned up. Just being around those guys felt dirty.”

“Yeah. Hey, where’d you learn to swing a baton like that?”

Alexis shrugged again and disappeared into the hall that led to the main bathroom.


Chapter 20

We decided to retreat to our plateau near the base under the mountain for a few days to regroup. Jack’s wrist healed again, and he spent most of the time he wasn’t eating or sleeping in the lab with his College Biology I textbook.

Alexis spent her mornings in the library with Rebecca at school. They worked on martial arts in the morning, and then they discussed and worked on a wide range of subjects: history and literature, mathematics and medicine. Alexis seemed hungry to acquire new knowledge and skills. I supposed that living more or less alone under a mountain for two years would do that to most people.

I was right about Rebecca being pleased with having a student. One morning Pete said to me, “Rebecca has never had a human take such an interest in her accessible knowledge base.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I hope Alexis isn’t taking up too much of her time.”

“Rebecca finds the arrangement very agreeable.”

“That’s good, Pete. Ah…are things going well with the two of you?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Good.” I didn’t press my luck with follow up questions about that.

I spent most of those few days between visits to settlements setting up a garden on the side of the plateau nearest to the mountain base. My father Leo was the real farmer, but I had worked with him enough as a younger boy on the Potato and then later down on the Lemon Tree Moon to know what I was doing. I had no idea if I’d be around Earth long enough for the crops to come in, but within three days I had a nicely turned field with seeds planted in neat rows in the starter soil from the Valkyrie’s cargo hold.

Alexis helped me in the afternoons. She hadn’t ever grown anything, and she found the endeavor worth her time. Or maybe she just wanted company.

She talked a lot about her life before the Kinetic War while we worked. It sounded like she had been a regular kid.

She had lived and gone to school somewhere called Dallas. It had been just her and her mother for as long as she could remember; her father had left when she was very small and he had never resurfaced. She didn’t remember him and had never missed him, she told me.

At the start of the fall two years ago in her subjective experience, her grandfather had insisted that Alexis’ mother pull her out of school and take her to live at the family’s ranch for awhile.

“But he wasn’t the Last King of the West then, Banner. He was still just a regular Congressman, but he knew something was up and he wanted us away from cities.”

“Remind me what a Congressman is,” I said.

“They were, like, lawmakers. There were hundreds of them, and they’d meet and make up ideas for new laws and vote on them. Of course, the President rejected anything he didn’t like.”

“Ah.”

“But they were in the middle of everything in the Capitol, and Grandpa must have heard something that he didn’t like. So we moved out to the ranch, and Grandpa started staying there with us more and more of the time.”

“And then the nukes started flying.”

“Yep. Dallas didn’t get it on the first day, but it got wiped out on the second. I always remember that first day. Momma and I were in the living room watching the Cowboys play football. Grandpa was there, too. He was home from the Capitol for the weekend and he was out back grilling up hamburgers. Anyway, the Cowboys were just lining up for a field goal, and the TV started to shriek and they interrupted the game and a panicky news guy started reading from a script and listing off about a dozen cities that were going to get nuked in the next ten minutes.

“Grandpa came running in. I remember that he was wearing an apron with the Cowboys’ logo on it and that he had a spatula in his hand. He watched for about thirty seconds and then he told Momma to get the bags they had packed at some point. He told me to get anything I couldn’t do without and put it in my suitcase and that we were leaving for Colorado in five minutes. We drove the rest of that day and all night and got here right before the second nuclear exchange.”

“Wow. So you made the same kind of dash across the country that my mom and grandma made.”

“I guess so. They must have been in a truck.”

“They were. How’d you know?”

“Because some of those roads were snarled with people and their cars. The people who had trucks and could go offroad and get around all the wrecks could get somewhere. Other people couldn’t. We spent almost all of that drive up to Colorado on back roads or bouncing along to the side of a road. It was scary but exciting, too.”

I told Alexis more about where we were from, but I didn’t tell her everything all at once. I didn’t have anything to hide, but I did wonder if she would be freaked out if she knew everything about our travels. She took everything I told her in stride. I have found over the years that children are better than adults at accepting things matter-of-factly.

By the end of our days setting up the garden, Alexis knew everything except the details about voids and the in-between place and the immense scales of time and distance involved in our story. She knew about the Potato and the Lemon Tree Moon and the people that Jack and I lived among.

About the time we finished the garden, Alexis declared that enough time had passed for her mother to have perceived and responded to the audio and video files we had given her. Alexis and Jack and I went under the mountain together and made our way back to the room with the hibernation pods. Jack was excited. He had blown through the College Biology I materials, and he was starting College Biology II. “You know, Banner, we learned more of this kind of thing than I thought in school,” he said.

When we reached our destination, Jack went directly to the middle hibernation pod and looked through the window. Alexis walked to the printer and read the latest message.

“Alexis you look very happy Banner favors his mother so much Jack you are a handsome man I hope we can be friends.”

Alexis looked at me when she read that last part. She opened her eyes a little wider and kind of stretched out the area between her lower lip and chin in an expression that said, well what do you know about that, folks? I just winked. Jack didn’t turn his gaze from the little window, but his cheeks sure did get red.

After a moment, Jack said, still not looking our way, “How do you want to split up the message for tonight?”

Alexis said, “I don’t really have anything new to say, so you go ahead and write it, Jack.”

“Really? The whole thing?”

“Yeah. All yours. Banner,” she said to me, “follow me for a minute. I want to show you the Presidential bathroom.”

I could tell that Alexis wanted to leave Jack alone for a little while, so I said, “OK, sure.” We started heading out of the room. “Back in a bit, Jack,” I said.

Alexis said, “First of all, you’re not going to believe the size of this place. But what you really won’t believe is how many creams and ointments and medicines the old President had for…wait for it…”

“What?”

“Hemorrhoids.”

“Oh! No wonder he bossed everybody around and sent my grandfather to the void and started a global war.”

“Right?”

“I mean just the itching alone.”

“Yeah, but most of his medicines seem to be made to stop the burning.”

“Awh!” I exclaimed at the new information. I started laughing and cringing at the same time. And although the King James advises against this kind of thing, I found that the thought of the guy who had caused my family so much trouble living with a lot of itching and burning in a sensitive area made me very, very happy.

We spent a good ten minutes in the Presidential bathroom. Most of that time we were at the medicine cabinet, examining its contents and howling like hyenas. I literally had to go down to a knee for a second when Alexis picked up an unopened medicated wipe of some kind and said to it, “You really dodged a bullet, buddy.”

Anyway.

After awhile, we returned to the room with the hibernation pods. Jack stood looking through the little window. “Did you finish the message?” I asked.

“Yep.”

“OK. Well, ah, we should head back. It’ll be dark soon.”

Jack looked up and said, “OK.” He was very passive. The guy was just plain smitten.

We led him away and returned to the 198. When we passed by the library, Pete and Rebecca were dining at a ghostly table set up in the middle of the room. Pete saw us first. He looked up with his green eyes and said calmly, in his non-robotty voice, “Hello, Captain. Will you need any assistance this evening?”

“Nope, not a thing. I’ll see you tomorrow. We’ll need to plan our next little expedition then.”

“Very good, Captain.”

Rebecca turned around and smiled. Her hair was in a new, shorter style. “Hello, Alexis,” she said. “Will I see you for martial arts at seven tomorrow morning?”

“Yes, Rebecca. Are those new earrings?”

I had noticed them, too. Diamonds dangled from each earlobe, and the sight of somewhat transparent items giving off brilliant sparkles was unique.

“Yes. Peter just gave them to me tonight. Aren’t they perfect?”

“Yes!” Alexis agreed with enthusiasm.

“We won’t keep you,” I said. I led my little party down to the central room. We looked over our map of the American Midwest, played cards for a little while, and then, after we agreed to travel to the next settlement the following evening, we went to sleep.


Part III - The Realm


Chapter 21

We found a cave that had a mouth wide enough to accommodate the Valkyrie, and so we had Pete park us inside. “Any life forms in here that can cause trouble?” Jack asked.

“There are a few scorpions in the distant northeast corner, Commander. Would you like for me to terminate them?”

“Ah…no. Let them go about their business,” he said. I wondered if Jack was thinking about the same thing that I was thinking of: Pete’s nukes. I mean, I’m sure he had less potent weapons, too, but…

Alexis was eager to go out and explore. “I’ve never been in a natural cave. I want to see how it is compared to the base under the mountain.”

We still had a couple of hours left until daylight, and so it seemed like an OK idea to me. We had Pete turn on his exterior lights, and we descended the ladder outside the airlock.

We found ourselves standing on a sandy floor in a huge rock chamber. The walls were brown and irregular, and dozens of stalactites depended from the roof of the cave many meters above the 198. I thought I could see stars in a circular pattern far above. “Pete, is that a gap in the ceiling?”

“Yes, Captain. It is approximately two meters in diameter.”

I tried to work that one out. We had entered into an opening in the side of a hill, and so the cavern’s upper reaches must be the top of the hill. “So someone walking up there has to really watch out for that hole, huh?”

Pete replied, “There is a material quantity of trace animal remains in the area beneath the opening.”

“Ouch!” Jack said. “Any human remains?”

“No, Commander.”

I made a mental note to avoid the area beneath the opening. I wasn’t sure if there was a best way to go, but being crushed by a deer falling on you through a hole in your ceiling had to be one of the stupidest ways to go.

“Hello!” Alexis said. Her voice echoed around the chamber “Hello, ello, lo.” She smiled. “That’s a way more complicated echo than you get in the base under the mountain.”

“Well, that makes sense,” I said. “The angles are a lot more complicated in here.”

There was a light breeze inside the cave, and the air was dry and pleasantly cool. I supposed air was being drawn down the gap in the top toward the large entrance at the front.

I enjoyed our walk around as we explored every part of our new hideout except for the little depression in the northeast corner. Jack called it Scorpion Valley, and the name stuck.

After awhile, the cave became more visible. The mouth faced west, and so the sunlight started to come in through the hole in the ceiling first.

We went back inside the ship, ate breakfast, and gathered our supplies for our second trip into 30th century America. “I hope it goes better than last time,” Jack said.

Alexis said, “Well, it can’t go much worse.”

We had a longer walk this time. After our first trip, we wanted to be a little bit further from the edge of civilization. And also, the cave had been just too good to pass up.

We stopped for a quick bite to eat next to a babbling stream after we had walked for a couple of hours. We expected that in about two more hours we might reach the first houses in the new area. As it turned out, though, civilization, such as it was, found us.

The three of us were seated side by side on a fallen log when old eagle eye Jack said, “I think I see a horse and rider.”

I didn’t see anything in the direction he was looking, but Alexis did. “Yep. He’s headed over here.” After another twenty seconds or so, I could see the rider as well.

“What do you think, Cap’n? Shields this time?” Jack asked.

“Mmm…be ready, but let’s see if this person is dangerous or not first. I mean we do hope to make friends with these people and borrow one of their doctors.”

“True,” Jack said.

As the horse approached nearer it became apparent that the rider was a soldier of some sort. He sat upright in the saddle and had the bearing of a professional and competent man who was in easy control of his mount and himself.

The man had a bow slung over one arm and had a sheathed sword strapped across his back. A quiver of arrows rested aside the scabbard. He wore a beard without a moustache, and his eyes were watchful but not unfriendly. “Hail, strangers,” he said.

“Hello,” Jack said. “How far to the next settlement?”

“Oh, perhaps five miles.” The man brought his horse to a halt about five meters from us. “Bit further if you want to cross the next river on a bridge. Not from around here, I take?”

“No,” I said. I didn’t want to tell him our story yet, but I didn’t want to lie to him either.

“Mmm. Well, you’re not from the Society, that’s clear. Nor from the Borderlands, unless I miss my guess. And so you are a mystery.”

“You have no idea,” Alexis said. The man on horseback smiled.

“Perhaps not, child. But as a Ranger pledged to King Harold, it is my duty to determine what I can about any who enter the Realm. May I ask what you seek?”

“A surgeon,” Alexis said.

“Ah. Not a doctor, then? Specifically a surgeon?”

My ears perked up. The fact that the man knew there was a difference between doctors and surgeons was encouraging.

Alexis said, “Yes. One who is skilled at treating wounds.”

“Mmm. Might be that there are a few in the Realm who have the knack. Or one, at any rate. And is your friend who needs a surgeon nearby?” He swept his gaze around the landscape.

“No,” Alexis answered.

“No? It has been my usual experience that those who require a surgeon need one rather quickly.”

I said, “This is a special case.”

“Indeed? Well, now, what I am wondering is how you’ve…”

“Enough.” Alexis interrupted the man and stood up. She started to speak and approach his horse at the same time.

“My name is Alexis Ross. My grandfather was the Last King of the West. I was with him under the mountain when he dropped the Rocks. My mother and I have both been iced until I was awakened just recently, and my mother is injured and is iced still. My companions and I intend to find a surgeon for her if there is one to be found.” She reached the Ranger, looked him in the eye, and said, “Tell me your name.”

“Tom Stone,” the man said. Then, after a moment, he said, “Those are some wild statements, young lady.”

“They are nonetheless all true.”

“Mmm…tell me more of your truth, if you please.”

“Well, Ranger Stone, the truth is that I can ride this horse or any other better than you can. The truth is, if you dropped your weapons, I don’t think I could beat you in a fight, but I’m pretty sure that I could hurt you before you took me down.” The horse tried to take a step back, but Alexis grabbed hold of one of his reins and prevented him from moving. “And the truth is that what I need from you is help reaching the best surgeon you’re aware of, and if you’re unwilling to offer that help, then I need for you to stand aside and stop wasting our time with a lot of questions.” She released the horse’s reins but did not back up a single inch.

The man’s easy smile slowly returned to his face. “Well. I am unsure what to make of your claims, but I am certain that you are a curiosity. One unlike any I have encountered in ten years of Rangering, truth be told.”

“Thank you,” Alexis said.

“And fortunately for you, the man who is the Realm’s finest surgeon is also its foremost enthusiast for curiosities. Meeting interesting people and acquiring unusual bits of knowledge is his…well, he’s built his life around it. I believe I’ll take you to him.”

“Thank you,” Alexis said again.

“Aye. You’ll need horses, though - the man you need is three days’ walk from here. And you’ll need clothing as well. It won’t do to go into the City dressed as you are. Your…current attire is part of the mystery that surrounds you. It will be better if you blend in at least somewhat as you pass through the Realm.”

We looked down at our manufactured pants and t shirts.

“There’s an outpost with both horses and clothing several miles to the south. Have you any money?”

I hadn’t thought of that. I was about to try to offer some kind of trade, but Alexis said, “How much gold will three horses and three sets of clothing cost?”

“Mmm…from this trader…three or four ounces should be sufficient.”

Alexis removed a thin belt that she apparently had been wearing concealed beneath the bottom of her shirt. She unzipped one of its compartments and produced four golden coins. She rezipped the compartment and handed the coins to the Ranger.

He held them in his hand. “These are Eagles. I’ve rarely seen them, and never in perfect condition.” He looked at the front of one of them closely. “From 2299?”

Alexis nodded.

“Do you know,” Ranger Stone said, “I am beginning to wonder if you have told me the honest truth about everything after all.”

Alexis glared at him. “I don’t lie about anything. It’s not how Momma raised me.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Well, then, Alexis. Will you tell me what you think of my beard?”

She looked it up and down and said, “It’s wrong for your face. You should grow a moustache to go with it or shave the whole thing off.”

I cringed. The Ranger was silent for a moment, and I thought he was about to lash out in some kind of anger. I was just about to say, “Shields,” but then Ranger Stone started laughing.

“Aye, now I know for certain you’re honest, lass. Or crazy! Do you know that people in the Realm are generally fearful of Rangers? Or at least respectful? But you’re dead right, it does look terrible on me.”

“Then why do you wear it like that?”

“I lost a wager. Plain and simple. And just as you feel compelled to tell the truth, I feel compelled to cover my bets. But have no fear, at the next full moon, the bet will be paid and the moustache begins again!”

Alexis said, “I like you, Ranger Stone.” She returned to the log and sat where she had started between Jack and myself. “These are my friends, Jack and Banner.”

“Greetings, gentlemen,” Ranger Stone said. “It’s quite a travelling companion you have.” We agreed that it was.

“Well,” he said, “if you’ll continue due east, I will acquire the clothing and the horses and catch up with you before you get to the river. From there, we will proceed to the City, and I will take you to meet the king’s Maestro. If anyone can help you, he can.”

“Thank you, Ranger Stone,” Alexis said. “I’ll want my change,” she added.

“You know, if you were from around here, you’d know that Rangers don’t…oh, never mind. I’ll catch up with you soon.” With that, the Ranger twitched his reins and his horse turned and started off to the south.

When he was out of earshot, Jack asked, “So in a fight, what would you do to hurt him?”

“Well,” Alexis said, “if he were mounted I’d punch his horse on the point of the nose and see if the horse would throw him for me. If he were on his own feet I’d lunge and kick the inside of his knee to see if I could get it to buckle and then I’d go batcrap crazy with my baton on his vulnerable areas until I won or he knocked me unconscious.”

Who is this kid? I thought. Then: thank God she’s on our side.

Around his last mouthful of food, Jack nodded and said, “Good plan. I’m gonna use that. My strategy of tackle a guy and then punch him doesn’t work every time.”

We collected our things and resumed our walk to the east.


Chapter 22

I did wonder if Ranger Stone might disappear with the four coins, but he was true to his word. After we had walked for another hour, he came riding out of the southwest mounted on his own horse and leading three more by a handful of reins.

When he pulled level with us, he said, “These were all that he had. They are…mostly adequate.”

Alexis took one look at a swaybacked horse, grimaced, and moved over to the next one. She appraised him for a moment and said, “He’ll do.” She put one foot into what I have learned is called a stirrup and gracefully swung herself atop her choice in one smooth motion.

I headed for the last horse of the three, but Jack ran past me and mounted up far less gracefully than Alexis had. “Snooze you lose Banner,” he said.

I frowned and walked back to the swayback gray. I looked at its face as I approached. Teeth stuck out at odd angles and the horse’s mouth couldn’t completely close around them. Its eyes were dull, not in the sense that they didn’t reflect light, but in the sense that they seemed to indicate there was no one home. The horse was chewing on something, or actually, I think it was chewing on nothing.

I looked up at Ranger Stone. He shrugged, not without a hint of embarrassment. “As I said, only these were available. He’ll get you to the City. Most likely.”

I shook my head and tried to copy Alexis’ motion and mount the horse. After a few tries, I was able to struggle into the saddle.

“Aye. Follow me. There’s a waystation about twenty miles ahead where you can change into the clothes I’ve purchased. And I’ll return your change to you then, Alexis. Eleven silver marks, two coppers.”

“Thank you, Ranger Stone.” Alexis twitched her reins and her horse headed east at a good pace. The Ranger followed after her.

Jack said, “Banner, old friend, I’m going to name your horse Bucky.”

“I hate you so much sometimes,” I replied.

Jack copied the motion that Alexis had made with her reins, and his horse took off in more or less the same direction. I did the same, and to my surprise, Bucky started to lope along in the right direction as well.

We got to the waystation in a couple of hours. We were definitely moving at far above walking pace, but I felt like we weren’t making good time. My horse and Jack’s seemed to zig zag and vary their pace considerably. Alexis and Ranger Stone spent a lot of their time looking over their shoulders and holding their horses back.

There was no one else at the waystation, which was really just a hut with shelves of provisions and two small cots to either side of a small table in the center of the room.

Alexis took the first turn inside changing into the rough spun clothing that had been acquired for us.

When she was inside, I asked Ranger Stone, “Are there a lot of these places?”

“Aye,” he said. Rangers seek shelter from the elements and resupply in them.”

“Do you have any problems with theft?”

“From a Ranger station?” he seemed surprised to be asked. “My goodness, no. I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

I took his reaction as a good sign. Maybe this place was civilized enough to have an actual surgeon.

While Jack and then I changed clothes, Ranger Stone worked a handpump at the side of the waystation until it brought forth a small stream of water. He refilled his canteen and another that Alexis had retrieved from inside.

We soon continued on and rode with the sun at our backs for the rest of the afternoon. In the early evening, we came to another waystation and Ranger Stone called a stop to our travels.

I hurt everywhere. The muscles in my legs and back and shoulders that I used to try to make sure I didn’t fall off Bucky were sore to the point of pain. I dismounted with care and found that the aches in my legs were much worse when they had to support my weight. I looked over at Jack, and he seemed even worse off than I was. Alexis, on the other hand, hopped down with ease and started to help Ranger Stone tether the horses to a hitching post outside the waystation.

Jack limped over to me and said, “I’d give a year’s wages for a Jeep. We’ve probably got another Jeep down in the cargo hold somewhere, don’t we?”

“We can’t roll up in the only Jeep on the continent. At least not until we know what kind of people we’re dealing with.”

“I guess. How’s old Bucky?”

“He’s a trooper. You can ride him tomorrow if you want.”

Jack took a look at my horse, who was still staring vacantly and chewing on nothing with his mouthful of huge crooked teeth. “You know, I think I’ll stick to what I’ve got.”

“Yeah. How far do you figure we rode today?”

“I don’t know…seventy five kilometers?”

“That’s about what I’d guess. So we have to be more than halfway there.”

“We should be,” Jack said.

“Do you think we’ll end up meeting someone who can help?”

“I don’t know, Banner, but I think that if these guys don’t have anyone, then nobody else will, either.”

“Yeah. If that happens, I’ll probably head back to the Lemon Tree Moon and let everyone know what we’ve found.”

“OK by me. Jack under the mountain I’ll be until your return Cap’n.”

We dined on canned goods from the waystation and passed the last hour of the day on the small front porch.

Jack asked the Ranger, “What can you tell us about the man you’re taking us to see?”

“Well...he’s old. Not so old as to be feeble in mind or body. But old. He’s been Maestro since I was a boy.”

Alexis said, “I thought Maestro was his name. Is it something else?”

“Aye. It’s a name in part; people do call him that. But Maestro is more of an office. Or a job title, if you like. All of the rulers back to Good King John have had one, just as they’ve all had a Keeper.”

“What do they do? Maestros and Keepers?”

“Well, the Keepers store knowledge, and sort it, and have it copied. They’re librarians of a kind, if you’re familiar with such people as that. They keep the Archives that hold all the knowledge we have from the world before the Kinetic War.

“The King’s Maestro tries to find ways to apply the knowledge. Sometimes he - or she, we’ve had a couple of female Maestros, too - develops weapons that help to defend the kingdom. Sometimes they work on building projects, or irrigation systems, or formulas for fertilizer. And sometimes they work on advancing treatments for illness and disease. That last part is why I’m wondering if Maestro can help you. I know he has done some surgeries and that the patients have survived, but I’ve no notion if he has the specific skills you require.”

“Well, we thank you for your help,” Jack said.

Ranger Stone shrugged. “You seem peaceful sorts. If you were not, young Alexis would no doubt have raised the alarm during the long hours we rode well ahead of you. You’ve never ridden before, I take it.”

“No,” I admitted.

“Me, neither,” Jack said.

“It shows, gentlemen, it shows.” Ranger Stone said. “But that may be the thing that backs up your story better than anything else. Even more so than the coins.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Men grown who are not from the area and yet have never ridden a horse? And who have footwear that shows no signs of wear but is also not made for walking long distances? It does beg the question, how do these men get around? The most likely answer, to my way of thinking, is that they have access to some things that have been lost to the world for a long time.”

“I, ah…” I started.

Ranger Stone held up a hand. “I ask for none of your secrets. I take your need for a surgeon at face value. And whether he can offer that service or not, Maestro will take great delight in figuring out the puzzle that your presence presents. Of that, I’m sure.”

Jack said, “You’re an insightful man, Ranger Stone.”

“Thank you, sir. I would not have earned an appointment as a Ranger otherwise.”

Alexis asked, “When you patrol, are you looking for men from far to the south of here? From the Society, or from a Society, or something like that?”

“So you’ve visited there as well.”

“Briefly,” I said.

“Briefly is the only way to visit Society lands, one way or the other. I’m impressed that you survived. Most don’t. But to answer your question, yes, looking out for them is our primary mission. We have had a treaty with the Society for a long time, and they are not supposed to stray north of the Borderlands, or even into the Borderlands, but sometimes they do.

“We Rangers handle the occasional madman from the Badlands to the north, and from time to time we break up a group of Archies that are in their cups and causing trouble, but those are tasks that in truth the Sheriff could handle. The Rangers are primarily a first line of defense against the Society. We always have been.”

We talked until the sun went down, and then Ranger Stone went inside and came back with a bedroll. “I’ll sleep on the porch near the horses. There’s another bedroll inside for whoever the odd man out is in getting one of the cots.”

Jack and I both offered to sleep on the floor, but Alexis took pity on us and insisted on doing it herself. “I remember what it was like first learning to ride,” she said. She unrolled the bedroll near the door, and Jack and I each dropped into one of the cots with a groan. I was asleep fast that night.

The next morning, we ate breakfast, tidied up the waystation, and resumed our ride. After about four hours, I could see a castle off in the distance that looked like something out of a storybook. Stone walls rose high and were topped by parapets with unfurled flags flapping in the wind. As we got closer, I could see that the castle featured an actual drawbridge that gave passage over an actual moat. There were two entrances that I could see, actually. Sentries patrolled the castle top and bottom.

A town surrounded the castle. There were a few large buildings made of stone, some smaller structures of stone, and a large number of houses made of wood. Most of them had a thatched roof, although some featured some kind of tile.

There were a lot of people around coming and going to and from various errands. I spotted people who must have been farmers, and others who seemed to be merchants, and professionals of various kinds. No one paid us too much attention. Jack and I were poor riders, but we were dressed like everyone else and we were accompanied by a Ranger, and that seemed to make us uninteresting.

Ranger Stone led us to one of the larger buildings that had a tile roof. He dismounted and gestured for us to do the same. We found a note tacked to the building’s closed door. It read: “Gathering herbs -- back 2 o’clock -- M”.

Ranger Stone frowned. He looked around, shook his head, and said, “Maestro is…an important figure. If I leave strangers here unescorted, you will attract attention.”

“We could find a tavern, or something, couldn’t we?” Jack asked.

“Mmm…strangers idling for hours in a tavern will also attract attention. I had best bring you home with me.” With that decision made, Ranger Stone mounted his horse, flicked the reins ever so slightly, and his horse began to walk away from the laboratory. I shrugged at my companions, and we got our horses moving after him.


Chapter 23

The Ranger lived in a village about two kilometers, or one mile by his way of reckoning, from the castle. He seemed to become excited as we approached a collection of homes that each featured a large garden. The homes showed more craftsmanship than I had expected, and the walls of wood and roofs of thatch showed no gaps or irregularities.

“I haven’t seen my boy in three weeks. I expect he’s grown to twice his previous size by now!”

“How old is he?” Alexis asked.

“He’ll be two years old next week.”

“I bet he’s adorable,” Alexis said with a smile. “What’s his name?”

“Brian. After my grandfather.”

“Well, I can’t wait to meet him.”

“He will be glad to meet you. He likes talking to ‘big kids’ more than almost anything just at present.”

We arrived at Ranger Stone’s home, and we all tethered our horses. “Let me go greet my wife and tell her we have guests,” he said. He disappeared inside his home, and we heard happy sounds from within.

“Tom!”

“Hello, Miriam!”

“Daddy!”

“Come here big boy oof! Careful now, lad!”

“We’ve missed you, Tom.”

“Did you bring me?”

“Aye, lad, aye, and here you are.”

“A wagon! Mama!”

“Well, isn’t that clever?”

After a moment, I heard Ranger Stone say, “We’ve guests, Miriam, for just a short while. I have travelers I must deliver to Maestro at two o’clock.”

“Oh! And me with no warnin’.”

“I’m sorry. It was unexpected.”

“It’s alright, it’s alright. We’ll serve them tea and I’m just glad you’re home safe.”

A woman emerged from the house. She had a kerchief tied over her hair, and she wore a long dress of denim with short sleeves. “Welcome. I’m Miriam,” she said to me. She offered her left hand, and I shook it. “I greet people with my left because I copy manuscripts for the Archives and…”

She showed me her right hand which was covered with ink stains, especially on the fingertips. “Occupational hazard,” she said.

“So I see,” I said. “I’m Banner Dawson.”

“Welcome, Banner.”

She offered her left hand to Jack. He shook it, nodded to her, and said, “Glad to know you. I’m Jack.”

“Welcome, Jack.” When she turned her attention to Alexis, Miriam said, “And aren’t you a pretty one. Where are you from, lass?”

“The Republic,” she said. We had learned that was the current name for Texas.

“My! We get few travelers from there. I hope the Society didn’t give you any trouble along the way.”

“We managed,” Alexis said.

I thought of the cannibals we had found on our first journey out into the world and shuddered.

A lively little face peeked around from behind Miriam’s skirts and looked at each of us in turn. The boy had the most remarkable eyes: one was blue, and the other was brown. He surveyed Jack and myself for only a brief moment, and then turned his full attention to Alexis.

“Who’s name?” he said.

“Who’s…oh. My name is Alexis. Hello.”

The boy came around from behind his mother. He wore red shorts and a blue shirt and his pudgy feet were bare. He held a new toy wooden wagon with red painted wheels in one hand. He gave Alexis a big smile. “Play,” he said.

“I…would love to?” Alexis said. I think she wasn’t entirely sure if she and Brian were on the same page.

Brian stepped forward and took hold of Alexis’ hand, leaned towards the door, and pulled her into the house with all the speed he could muster. Alexis giggled a little as they disappeared inside.

Miriam smiled. “Well, it’s no secret which of you Brian likes best. Please come in and have tea. I’m sorry I’ve no food prepared, but I was not expecting any guests.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Jack said. “We’ve just eaten anyway.” That was more or less true; we’d had breakfast a few hours before.

Miriam invited us to sit around a table in the kitchen. I saw Alexis and Brian in a corner rolling the new wagon back and forth, but I didn’t see Ranger Stone anywhere.

“Tom will be bathing. I…insist upon it when he returns from an extended trip. You understand.” She smiled, then looked us over. “Now, the three of you seem to have bathed recently, unless I miss my guess. And laundered your clothes as well, or perhaps they are new?” She let the statements hang in the air.

Jack said, “Yes, that’s true enough.”

“Mmm. Not many places to wash or purchase clothing in the western lands.”

I said, “No. Our travels have been unusual. And I’ll make you a promise. Neither of us will lie to you about anything. But it might be easier to not know everything. We mean no harm to your family or to anyone else in the City. We’re looking for a particular kind of medical expertise that may help a friend of ours, and that’s all we seek here.”

Miriam nodded. “There is truth in what you say; sometimes knowing less is preferable. And I believe that you mean no harm. The girl who travels with you is all the evidence of that I need. If she had been mistreated or mixed up in something deceitful, it would show. And Tom would have run you through with his sword by now, most likely,” she added.

I barked out a short laugh in surprise at her blunt statement.

Miriam brought a tray with a teapot and mugs to the table. “Will you be in the City for long?”

Jack said, “It depends on what we find here, and whether the Maestro…or is it Maestro?”

“Either. ‘Tis name and title.”

“Well, it depends on whether Maestro can help us.”

“I see.” She poured tea for both of us and a third cup for herself. “I do feel the need to know one last thing, and then I’ll trouble you no more. The girl is no relation of yours, I think?”

“No,” Jack said. “Her mother…cannot care for her at present, and her father and all her other relations are deceased. She’s with us because there is simply no one else.”

“I thought as much.” Miriam tapped a finger on the table. “There is a school in the City that may be a good place for her while her mother is ailing. A girl should get an education, it seems to me, not that it’s any of my business.”

“I agree about the education,” I said, thinking of how Alexis found joy in working with Rebecca in the 198’s library. “If we end up staying here for any length of time, I’ll want to visit the school.”

“It’s located about a half mile from the castle and run by the Order of Valkyries.”

Valkyries, I thought. Coincidence, maybe? Or maybe it was only natural that someone or some group would borrow the name of a legendary starship from the past.

“They are warrior women. They serve the king, but they are not bound to him. It’s complicated, actually, but their school for girls is unmatched in the Realm. If Alexis can read and do sums she could gain admission. Of course, when she reached age fifteen she would have to take vows and join the Order to continue her studies.”

Ranger Stone reentered the room with wet hair and wearing a fresh set of clothes. He carried a thin leather satchel. “I’ve reports to file in a few different places. If you’d like to come along you can see more of the City, and then we can try the laboratory again at two o’clock.” Jack and I agreed that it would be good to have a guided tour.

“I’ll be home before five, Miriam.”

She stood and kissed Ranger Stone’s cheek. “I’ll hold you to that, good sir. Return hungry, or return not at all.”

“Aye, there’ll be no question of that.”

I said, “Time to go Alexis.”

She said, “I have to go, Brian. Thank you for sharing your wagon with me.”

“Spell who’s name?” the boy asked. I wasn’t sure what he meant, but Alexis seemed to.

“A-L-E-X-I-S,” she said.

Brian jumped up and disappeared through a doorway. A moment later, he came back carrying a wooden block. It had an “A” carved into the top. Brian smiled and presented it to Alexis.

She said, “Aren’t you clever! A for Alexis, right?” The boy nodded proudly.

Alexis held the block out to give it back to him, but Brian wouldn’t take it. “No,” he said. “Fwiend.”

Miriam said, “He’d like for you to keep it.”

Alexis knelt down and said, “Is it a present for me?” Brian nodded, and Alexis beamed. “Well, thank you, Brian, and we are definitely friends. She gave him a hug, put the block in a pocket, and crossed the room to us.

We all said goodbye to Miriam, and Jack and I thanked her for the tea. Brian ran behind his mother’s skirt and peeked around the side of it with his one blue eye and one brown eye.

As we headed for the door, he said, very quietly, “Bye, ‘Lexis.”


Chapter 24

After seeing more of the City, we returned to the laboratory at a bit past two o’clock and found that the note had been removed from the door. We dismounted from our horses, Ranger Stone knocked, and an old man with billowing white moustaches and fiercely intelligent eyes opened it. “Yes?” the old man said. “What brings you to the laboratory today, Ranger?”

“I have encountered interesting travelers, Maestro, and I believed that you would want to speak with them.”

“Mmm…interesting how?” he said as he looked the three of us over.

“Well, for one thing, the girl claims to be the granddaughter of the Last King of the West.”

The old man turned his attention to Alexis. I found it surprising that he did not scoff or laugh or call Alexis a liar. Instead, he started to ask her questions, each rapidly following the last.

“What was your grandfather’s actual name?”

“John Ross.”

“Where was he from, originally?”

“Tyler.”

“Not Dallas?”

“Not until he was ten.”

“Mmm…where did he work before he ran for Congress?”

“Texas Instruments.”

“What football team played in Dallas?”

“The Cowboys, obviously.”

“How many Super Bowls had they won at the time of the Kinetic War?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Why was your grandfather missing a finger?”

“That’s a trick question; he had all his fingers. But he lost a pinky toe to frostbite and that’s why he never took us skiing.”

Maestro turned to Ranger Stone. “Her story checks out. Come in, come in.” He disappeared inside.

Ranger Smith said, “I will stable your horses in the place we passed just on the other side of that hill. Best of luck. Find me if you require my help.” He collected the reins of our mounts and led them away.

I shrugged at Jack, and he and Alexis and I entered the laboratory.

The space was interesting. They had glassware of good quality in 30th century America. Beakers and test tubes and Erlenmeyer flasks stood in well made racks on a variety of flat surfaces.

The work areas were tidy. I couldn’t tell whether everything was sanitary, but I was encouraged that Maestro’s laboratory showed attention to neatness.

There wasn’t any tech that I could see, and I was fairly certain that nothing ran on electricity inside. That was a negative, but then again, a successful operation on Alexis’ mother might not require any.

Maestro led us to an arrangement of four chairs that all faced a central table. He asked Alexis and Jack and myself to be seated, and then he retrieved a kettle from its perch above low flames in a fireplace in a far corner of the room. He emptied the kettle’s contents into four ceramic mugs. He brought them to us on a wooden tray and invited us each to take one.

I took a small sip. It was tea. It was delicious.

“One of the silver linings of the Kinetic War,” Maestro said. When Jack looked at him questioningly Maestro added, “Tea didn’t used to grow in these parts. Now it does.”

The old man sat in the last chair. “So,” he said, “I know who the young lady is, but I know nothing of either of you gentlemen. May I know something of each of you?”

Jack and I looked at each other. We nodded to each other and reached an agreement without speaking: we would take the man into our full confidence.

I said, “What do you know of the Valkyrie Program?”

“That it was a spaceflight program - a colony program. That the Kinetic War struck before it yielded any gains.” He looked me up and down. “That enough time has passed, perhaps, for a ship to have returned?”

This guy’s sharp, I thought.

“All correct,” I said. “I’m Banner Dawson, and I am the current Captain of the Valkyrie-198. Jack here is my second in command.”

Maestro took my statements in stride. “Are we out there? Are there men on other worlds?”

“It’s complicated. There are currently only a handful on other worlds, but there will be many.”

Maestro sat back. “Mmm. You have discovered much, then, out in the universe.”

“You wouldn’t believe it,” Jack said. “Actually, you might believe it, I think,” Jack amended.

“I might,” he admitted. He looked at me. “I believe there was a Dawson of historical significance who very nearly unseated the last President of the United States. Some relation of yours, I wonder?”

“He is my grandfather.”

“Mmm. I notice that you say is and not was. Has he perhaps returned as well?”

“Not at this time, but he is alive and well. He may return soon.”

“Well,” Maestro said, “I shall look forward to learning all I can of…all of that. But you must have some reason for seeking me out. Men with access to a Valkyrie class starship would seem to have no need of any services that I could offer.”

Alexis told him of the problem. She told him everything, and he listened without asking questions until she finished her story.

“I see,” he said. “And so you find yourselves in a position in which technology is of limited assistance.”

“Yes,” Alexis said. “Can you help us?”

“At present…no.”

Alexis and Jack looked crestfallen.

“But in time, perhaps I can.”

Alexis and Jack perked up again. “What do you need?” Jack asked.

“Well, time primarily. And insight, perhaps. I have performed surgeries, and many of them have been successful. But they have been bloody affairs, all of them. My techniques have all centered on allowing the patients to retain enough blood to survive, not on minimizing the amount of blood that they lose. That’s a different kind of thing altogether.

“Aside from that, we will need materials that can perform their tasks in extreme cold, and that can work on tissue and veins that will be brittle, no doubt. And we will need to create new kinds of mirrors, perhaps, that will allow for us to see everything clearly and instantly and which will not fog in an extreme temperature swing. There are many things we will need that we do not have, but which may be developed. Perhaps quickly, if we have a fully functional laboratory in a starship.”

“We have that,” I said.

“And I will need an assistant.”

Jack said, “I’m your man. Whatever you need.”

Maestro looked at me. “I assume that your ship has archives,” he said.

“Yes.” I thought of Rebecca. “Extremely complete archives.”

“I shall need access to those if we are to make rapid progress. Can you imagine trying to rebuild a modern civilization with Archives that consist of a handful of centuries-old books and bits of collected verbal legend and lore? The Keeper does an admirable job, but we are only now getting back to the level of complexity where a determined soul is able to construct a printing press if he dedicates many years to the task. Access to the wisdom of the old world would be a treasure beyond price.”

“Well, you can have whatever you need,” I said.

“That is wonderful news. And will you be assisting on this project as well, Captain?”

“In perhaps…well, soon, yes. I will need to return to my grandfather and the rest of my family first and report on what I have found here. Jack and I are on an exploratory mission. To be honest, we weren’t sure if we would find anything at all here, or if we could even get here in the first place.”

“It’s complicated, I suspect,” Maestro said with a grin.

“So it is.”

I heard a mechanical sound on the wall, and I looked up in time to see a small wooden bird emerge from a tiny door above a clockface. It leaned forward three times in succession, and it said “cuckoo” each time. It then disappeared back behind the door.

Maestro’s expression changed. “Drat!” he said. “I must go. His Majesty does become cross if I am more than slightly tardy to any of our meetings. Can we resume our conversation in two hours’ time?”

We agreed that we could.

“Very good. This has been the most interesting conversation I have had in many years. You are welcome to stay here in the laboratory. There are also shops and food stands a half mile to the north, should you desire to walk about.” With that, Maestro disappeared through his door as quickly as the cuckoo bird had disappeared through its door a moment before.

Alexis looked at us. “Well I don’t know about you, but I haven’t been to a shop of any kind for a long time, and that’s where I’m going.”

“I could eat,” Jack said.

We left the laboratory and headed north. Alexis gave Jack and myself a couple of silver and copper coins each. “I’ll bet a food vendor won’t know what to do with an Eagle if four of them could buy horses and sets of clothes for all of us with change left over.”

“Smart,” Jack said.

When we got to the marketplace, we got in a short line. A kindly looking older gentleman sold us each an enormous roasted turkey leg and a glass of lemonade. “T’will be thirteen,” he said. We each got seven coppers in change when we passed him one of our silver coins. It turned out that twenty coppers were worth a silver mark. We later learned that a hundred silver marks were worth an ounce of gold, but that there weren’t many gold coins in circulation.

We walked to a bench that had a good view of the little market district. We spent a delightful ten minutes eating the surprisingly tasty turkey legs. When we were finished, Alexis said she was going to one of the shops that was forty meters or so from the bench. From the items in its display window, the shop seemed to specialize in hats and shoes. Jack and I told her we’d wait on the bench, and off she went.

Jack took a sip of his lemonade and said, “This is pretty good, but I’ll bet we could sell Cokes for quite a price to the good people of this community.”

“Thinking of a side venture, are you, Jack?”

“Me? No, I’m a full time medical student now. But you could use a trade.”

“Nah, I’m keeping the Cokes for us. If I start a business it’s going to be selling Valkyrie rides to the little kids and their parents. That’s where the real money is, I’ll bet.”

“Could be,” Jack agreed. “You could have Pete print up t shirts of the 198 and a cartoon mouse of some kind and double your profits.”

“Why a cartoon mouse?”

“I dunno. Just seems like it would work.”

“Hmm…I guess. But aren’t mice probably pests to these people?”

“That’s why you make him cartoony and not like a real mouse. Give him great big eyes and make him wear pants or shoes or something.”

“You lost me.”

“Trust me, Banner, it’d work great.”

“Um.”

Alexis walked out of the shop wearing a new hat. She smiled at us and gestured to another shop down the way and we nodded that we had seen her.

We resumed debating whether a cartoon mouse could help sell rides to children, but after a moment, Jack stopped his argument and said, “Look.”

I followed his gaze and I saw an older boy blocking Alexis’ path. He looked to be about fifteen, outweighed Alexis by at least fifty pounds, and was flanked by two friends. I could just hear him say to Alexis, “Ain’t never seen you aroun’ here before. What’s your name, girlie?”

“No thank you,” Alexis said with a flat expression. She tried to head around the trio, but the boy who had spoken to her shifted until he once again blocked her path.

“How about a kiss, girlie?” the boy said, and his friends started to laugh.

I asked Jack, “Should we go over there?”

Jack said, “Naw, that young man has more than enough trouble already. He just doesn’t know it yet.” Jack settled back on the bench and stretched out. He crossed his legs, put his hands behind his head with his fingers laced together, and smiled. “Watch this.”

To her credit, Alexis gave the kid one more chance and changed directions again, but the idiot once again intercepted her. Alexis sighed.

“Well,” she said to the boy, “if I’m going to kiss you, we should at least know each other. I’m Alexis.” She held out her hand.

All three boys guffawed. “Well, now, that’s better,” said the one in the middle. He reached out to shake Alexis’ hand and said, “I’m Ronaaaaald!!”

Before I could sort out what had happened, Alexis had grabbed the boy’s hand, shifted her weight, and spun him cheek first against a stone storefront. I couldn’t see old Ronald’s fingers, but I could see the muscles on Alexis’ arms flex and strain.

“Aiyee!!!” the kid wailed in a high pitched voice.

“Ronald!” his two companions said. They looked at each other and then started to slowly advance on Alexis. She saw their approach and said, “Tell your friends to back off or your new name is Ronnie Ninefingers!”

“BACK OFF!!” he shouted. The friends were only too happy to comply.

Alexis said to her captive, “Are you sorry that you bothered me?”

“Yes!”

“And do you promise not to bother me anymore?”

“Yes! Yesss!!”

Alexis seemed to consider his statement for a moment, and then said, “I find I don’t believe you. I think you may require a reminder.” Alexis bunched up her shoulders and then wrenched her elbow in and up.

Ronald screamed, dropped to one knee, and pitched forward. The middle finger of his right hand stuck out sideways at a crazy angle. Ronald rolled over and cradled it and moaned.

“Oh!” I said.

“I’m glad she’s on our side, brother,” Jack said, still smiling.

Now Alexis turned her attention to the companions. They cowered and stepped back from her, but they did not run away. I don’t know if they could have mustered the coordination to do so at that moment.

She said, “If any of the three of you are here when I finish visiting this shop, or if any of you ever speak to me again, we will play a game of eye, ear, or thumb. Do you know how that game is played?”

Both boys shook their heads vigorously.

“Well, then, I will explain the rules. They are very simple. To play, you tell me which two of those three things you would like to keep. And I take the other one home with me.”

One of the friends started crying, and the other one didn’t look much happier.

Alexis said, “It was nice meeting you.” She stepped around Ronald and continued on her way to the shop she had been heading for in the first place. She made eye contact with Jack and me, and she gave us a little wave.

As soon as she entered the shop, the two uninjured friends each threw one of Ronald’s arms over their shoulders and started dragging him away. After they turned a corner, some of the people who had watched the incident started to applaud. One of them came over to us. She was a tall woman who wore a vest of boiled leather.

She asked, “Is either of you the father of the young lady who just defended herself with such, ah…flair?”

“We are her uncles,” I said. I didn’t feel like making a lot of explanations, somehow. “My brothers and I are considering moving to the area.”

“Well,” she said, “my name is Beta. I am a lieutenant in the Independent Order of Valkyries. We maintain a school and training facility for young women such as your niece. If you should relocate here, I can guarantee that her novice’s application will be accepted. Find me anytime at our House just west of the castle.”

“I will keep that in mind,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” the woman said. She withdrew and rejoined the others she was with.

Alexis stayed in the second shop for quite some time. When she came out, she carried a dress and a box I couldn’t identify. When she got back to the bench, I could see that it was a makeup kit. “I haven’t painted my fingernails since we left Dallas,” she said.

The clock in the town square struck five, and Jack said, “Maestro said he’d be back by now. Shall we?”

We walked back to the laboratory and talked about the confrontation with Ronald and laughed most of the way there.


Chapter 25

Our second meeting with Maestro focused on planning for the coming weeks. Maestro was already sold on working together, and we were as well. We had one of those rare connections where each side could leave the other substantially better off, and there was no question about pursuing a working relationship.

We asked Maestro if he wanted to come see the Valkyrie.

“Oh, not at this time,” he said. If it is a day or two riding in each direction to and from the ship’s current location, then I regret to admit that such a journey is at the…very edge of my current physical capabilities. I do hope to come aboard one day, but what I really desire for now is the information contained in the archives.”

So we settled on a timeline. We figured it would take two days to get Bucky and the rest of the horses and ride back to the cave. We then planned to fly the 198 to the mountain base and spend three or four days there explaining what was happening to Alexis’ mother in 140 character, twice-a-day pieces. Then back to the cave for a day unloading supplies from the cargo hold that might prove useful.

From that point, I would part from my two companions for a little while. They would return to the City on horseback right away, and they would bring whatever information seemed important for the project on slates. Jack would go to work with Maestro, and Alexis would probably enroll in the school run by the Valkyries. We asked Maestro about that, and he had nothing but positive things to say about the school and the sisterhood.

I would head out to the small void in which we had first arrived and park the 198’s center of mass over its Center. I would wait the 32.4 days it would take to build up enough dark energy pressure to ascend the hourglass, and then I would navigate back to the Lemon Tree Moon system and make my report to everyone about the possibilities offered by travel through the in-between place.

However long I stayed on the Potato, Jack and I believed I would be able to return to the Earth system right after I left it if I sought out the ultraviolet hat on the string connected to the little void nearest to Earth. I would then head back to Earth. I would perhaps be alone, but I expected that I would have a number of others with me who wished to explore or to settle somewhere that didn’t have the Lemon Tree Moon’s cyclical bug problem.

I thought that Uncle Percy in particular would want to come back with me, and I thought he might be very helpful to Jack in his quest to revive Alexis’ mother. I figured my grandparents would probably also want to return to a setting that was close to their own original time and place. Maybe everybody would want to come back. I just had no idea.

So we figured I’d be gone from Earth for about five weeks, and that I would then rejoin Jack and Alexis in the City, maybe alone, and maybe with others from home.

Maestro said that for his part, he’d wrap up projects he was working on for the King and take a detailed inventory of everything he had on hand that might prove useful.

He took us to an inn for supper, and we ate great plates of food in the large common room. Alexis got more than a few glances from other diners; I think word of how she had handled her three bullies had already spread almost everywhere.

After eating, we shook hands with Maestro and parted from him with a promise that Jack and Alexis would be back in about ten days, and that I would return in several weeks. Maestro promised to have our horses sent around to the inn first thing in the morning.

We took a large room with three beds. The mattresses were interesting. They were made of canvas stuffed with straw, but they were surprisingly warm and comfortable. I slept like a log.

After we woke up and had breakfast and settled our bill, we found our horses tethered to a hitching post right out front, saddled and ready to go.

Jack looked at me with a guilty expression. “I’ll, ah…I’ll take the gray one this time if you want, Banner.”

I was surprised by the offer. I was about to accept it, but then I looked at my horse. He was chewing on nothing with his crazy teeth that he couldn’t close his mouth around. I looked at his wide, dull eyes and took in the totality of his dumb-as-a-box-of-rocks expression. I walked over to him and patted his mane.

“No way, Commander. Bucky’s my horse.”

“What?!” Alexis said, starting to laugh.

“Really?” Jack said.

“Let’s ride,” I answered them. I mounted awkwardly and sat tall in the saddle. Or at least as tall as I could on a swayback horse.

We headed west and made better time. We still required two days for the journey, but not as much of the two days. My riding was better, and so was Jack’s. When we stopped at the Ranger station we had visited before to sleep, I wasn’t even all that sore.

When we arrived back at the Valkyrie, we went into the cargo hold and located containers of vacuum sealed animal feed and lugged a container around to the side of the cave’s mouth. We also grabbed three small trackers. We figured that we couldn’t leave the horses tethered for the four or five days we planned to be gone, but we thought that if there was an easy food source around, they probably wouldn’t stray too far away. We put a tracker on each of them behind an ear, just in case.

We waited for nightfall, had Pete take us back to the plateau by the mountain base, and went to sleep after we landed.

The next morning, Jack and Alexis hustled over to the mountain. They were eager to read whatever long message Alexis’ mother had written over the days we had been gone. They had told her we might be gone for awhile, and asked her to just keep writing until we returned. They figured she might have crafted a message of a few hundred words for them.

When they got back, I didn’t ask what the message said and they didn’t say much about it. It wasn’t really my business. Alexis was Laura’s daughter, and Jack had a love-at-first-sight thing going on with her, so I let them keep the contents to themselves. They did both seem affected by whatever they had read.

We spent a lot of the day trying a million ways to rig some kind of connection so that one of the 198’s comm drones could relay messages back and forth from Laura’s hibernation pod to Pete’s systems, but we just couldn’t make anything work. The system that allowed Laura to communicate at all was a part of the hibernation pod itself, and it just wasn’t made to send information anywhere else. The comms stuff was really integrated into it, and we were afraid that we would mess up the fine balance that was keeping Laura alive if we messed around with it too much. It’s possible that a skilled engineer could have devised some trick, but we couldn’t come up with anything, even with Pete brainstorming along with us.

Over the next few 12-hour cycles, Jack and Alexis explained to Laura that we had found someone who might be able to help, and that we would be gone for at least six weeks this time and maybe longer, and that we were sorry but there might be a lot of gaps like that for awhile.

They read Laura’s response to that last message to me. It said, “*Laughing* oh no not six weeks! Remember, that’s about ten minutes to me. Send a vid to keep me busy on your long trips.”

We debated how much vid she could perceive in six weeks. In the end we decided to record a low resolution ten second clip.

I was the cameraman. Jack and Alexis stood in front of the Valkyrie just as they had when we had taken the photo for Laura. Once again, the sun was out and the wind blew their hair to the right.

I said “action” just as I hit the record button. In the video:

“Hi, Momma!” Alexis says with a bright smile. “It’s a beautiful day outside. We love you!”

Then Jack says, “We’ll have you out here with us as soon as we can, Laura. That’s a promise.”

Then, together, they wave and say, “Bye!”

I let Jack and Alexis walk the data card over to the base without me. I knew they both wanted to have time alone with Laura before we returned to the City. They stayed inside the mountain for about an hour.

When they returned, we had a late lunch. After that, Jack went to the lab to start getting his things in order, and Alexis spent the rest of the day in the library with Rebecca.

I went outside and watered my garden by hand. I knew I wouldn’t be back for several weeks, and I hoped that a good soaking would see my little seedlings through, or at least give them a better chance.

When night fell, we flew back to our cave. After we landed, Jack asked, “Any scorpions outside that aren’t in Scorpion Valley, Pete?”

“No, Commander.”

I asked, “Hey, what about the horses? Are they still in the area?”

“All three are within one point one kilometers of our current location, Captain.”

“Great.” It sounded like they would be easy to find.

We weren’t tired, so after dinner we had Pete illuminate our cave and set up our chairs near the bottom of the ladder down from the airlock. We mostly talked about the things we wanted to get out of the cargo hold the next day for storage in the cave. Jack surprised me with one request.

“I want to build the other Jeep, Banner.”

“Why? You can’t drive it to the City without burning our cover, which I thought we still wanted.”

“It’s not for that.”

“Well then, what?”

“What if we want to visit Laura? It’d take a long time on horseback to get all the way back there. A Jeep can make it in a day, I’ll bet, or two at the most.”

“But I’m only going to be gone five or six weeks.”

“Yeah, that’s the plan. But what if you’re delayed, or what if the in-between place doesn’t work exactly the way we think it does? I don’t want either Alexis or myself to be, you know…cut off from Laura.”

I shrugged. “OK by me. We can probably put the kit together in a few hours if we work together. Are you gonna just leave it parked in here?”

“Yeah. I don’t think anyone’s been in here in forever, but we’ll park it in a dark corner somewhere just in case.”

“Not in Scorpion Valley, though.”

“Not in Scorpion Valley,” Jack confirmed.

After Jack said that, I heard a strange snuffly kind of echo in the cave. I couldn’t figure out what it could possibly be, but it was getting louder. “Pete, shine a light on whatever’s making that noise.”

“Yes, Captain.” One of the 198’s exterior lights pivoted and aimed a beam at the two meter opening in the cave’s ceiling.

And there was my horse’s face, with dull eyes peering down below and messed up teeth chewing on nothing. Alexis and Jack cracked up, but I shouted, “No, Bucky! Be careful, you’ll fall!”

Jack and Alexis were laughing much louder by the time I ran into the cargo hold and came back with a flashlight and a looped tether.

“You’re not going up there?” Jack said between guffaws.

“Hold on Bucky!” I shouted. I ran out of the cave and started to climb up the outside of the hill that the cave was under. Into my collar mic I said, “Pete, please let me know if I’m getting too close to that stupid hole myself.”

“Yes, Captain.”

But I needn’t have worried about losing track of the hole’s location. Bucky hadn’t moved at all. He still stood right on the edge of the small but dangerous opening.

I took my time approaching him and I talked to him calmly. I looped the tether over his head and pulled it in my direction. Bucky didn’t resist. He followed me away from the hole and to safer ground. From far below, I could hear a combination of clapping and cheering and hysterical laughter.

I led my horse down the hill and into the cave and tied the other end of the tether around a column of rock near the cave’s entrance - I think it was a stalagmite and a stalactite fused together.

My companions had stopped laughing when I walked by them, but their smirks were just too much. “The next person who makes fun of my horse gets court martialed!” I declared.

“Aye, Cap’n,” Jack said.

I maintained as much of my dignity as I could while I ascended the ladder to the airlock and headed to the shower.


Chapter 26

The next day, all three of us were busy. In the morning, Jack and I worked outside, and Alexis went through her checklist inside.

Alexis’ job was to work with Rebecca to download files onto three slates. The first of them was to be hers. Onto that one, she and Rebecca selected files that contained literature and combat training.

The second slate - Jack’s - was loaded with more textbooks. Alexis was really thorough with that one; to the College Biology II textbook that Jack was already studying, she added books on every subject that was a prerequisite for medical school, and for every course offered in medical school.

The last slate was for Maestro. It had most of the medical stuff, and also as much as Alexis and Rebecca could find about building infrastructure in a society. It was a cornucopia of information on building materials and engineering and economics and sociology.

She didn’t know what they would need first, so she took a lot.

Outside, Jack and I built the Jeep. It took us closer to four hours than the three I had estimated, but in due course we assembled a handsome four wheel drive quark battery powered offroad vehicle. I used my collar mic to tell Alexis when it was finished, and she came right out.

“Bad ass,” she said. “Can I drive it?”

Jack looked over to me and I shrugged. “It’s your Jeep,” I said.

“Alright,” Jack said. Alexis jumped up and down and clapped. “But the collision avoidance systems stay on.”

We piled in with Alexis driving and Jack in the back seat. Alexis pressed the on button and took off right away, tires spinning for purchase on the sandy cave floor.

She didn’t seem to understand that the accelerator had a middle range between “stepped on” and “not stepped on”.

“Careful now!” Jack said. Alexis just laughed and steered us more or less in the direction of the cave opening. We sped past Bucky, who was still tethered in the same place. We only missed him by a couple of meters, and I expected him to jump or flinch or have some kind of a reaction, but he just stared straight ahead and chewed on nothing.

Outside the cave, Alexis really opened it up. I knew from the spec sheet in the kit that the Jeep was capable of going two hundred kilometers per hour, but the various antihazard systems did a good job and usually kept us to something under seventy.

Alexis shrieked in delight throughout the drive. In its own way, the ride was as wild as my trip with Jack through the in-between place. But we survived it. Eventually, Alexis circled back to the cave, and we came to a skidding stop near the 198’s cargo hold.

Jack got out right away. “I think I’ll go inside now,” he said as he climbed the ladder to the airlock and disappeared into the ship. I don’t think he liked Alexis’ driving much.

Alexis and I took feed and water over to Bucky. Alexis scooped up a generous portion in her hand and offered it to the horse. His eyes seemed more focused than usual, and he took dainty nibbles at the food. “Who’s a good horse?” Alexis asked.

Bucky closed his mouth as much as he could and he stopped chewing. He looked up at Alexis with his big eyes, blinked, and then lay down at her feet.

“There’s a good boy.” Alexis scratched him behind an ear, and Bucky sighed and stretched out. He blinked a few more times, yawned, and closed his eyes. A few moments later, he was snoring.

Alexis looked at me and made a shushing motion with her finger. We quietly walked back to the 198 and went inside.

In the airlock, I said, “That was amazing.”

Alexis said, “When your grandpa has a ranch in Texas, you pick up some things about horses.”

“Huh.”

We washed our hands in the medical room and backtracked to the central room for lunch. Jack rejoined us a few minutes later.

After lunch, all three of us made a lot of trips from the cargo hold to a back corner of the cave opposite from Scorpion Valley. We carried containers of food and fresh water and field medical kits. We set up two cots and bedding. We brought a heating module and a box of odds and ends like compasses and binoculars and a telescope. Anything that seemed like it might be useful or interesting to Maestro went into the box.

After we finished piling up all of the various items in the corner, we parked the Jeep next to them. We then set up a pair of projectors to either side and fiddled with the settings. When we were finished, they projected an image of a rock wall almost indistinguishable from the actual cave wall in front of everything we had unloaded from the cargo hold.

“It looks great!” Jack exclaimed. He approached the projected wall slowly, paused, and then walked right through it. “Yes!” he said. A few seconds later, he emerged from beyond the fake wall and stood back in the main cave. “How did that look?”

“Spooky,” Alexis said. “I want to try it. She disappeared and reappeared.

So on the off chance that someone found the cave, they likely wouldn’t mess with anything in our cache of reserve items, because they almost certainly wouldn’t try to walk through an apparently solid wall.

Jack backed the Jeep out from behind the illusion, and Alexis and I climbed in. We exited the cave and found the other two horses. They weren’t far away. Alexis got hers to follow along, but she had to toss a loop that she called a lasso over the head of Jack’s horse to get him to go where we wanted him to go. She walked him back to the cave opening with the rope. She tethered him and her own horse next to Bucky, and we set feed and fresh water near all three horses.

“You’re going to take Bucky with you, right?” I asked.

“No way,” Jack said.

“I’m gonna be gone for five weeks!”

“He’ll be fine around here. Probably.”

“No he won’t; he’ll fall through that hole in the ceiling. You’ve got to take him to the City and get him stabled for me.”

“I dunno, Banner.”

Alexis said, “I’ll lead your horse and get him stabled.”

I looked at Jack and said, “Thank you Alexis.”

Jack just smiled.

We went back into the Valkyrie. Jack showered and put on his 30th Century America clothes which Pete had cleaned and folded for him. Alexis did the same after he was finished with the bathroom.

We ate a big meal together in the central room. We shared a lot of laughs about the days we had spent together.

When it started to get dark, we kind of walked around the ship and gathered a last few items that Jack or Alexis thought they might be able to use while I was gone. Toiletries and a couple of files and a few items from the lab went into a bag.

And then it was time to part ways. Alexis said, “See you soon, Pete.”

“I will see you soon Alexis be well,” Pete replied.

Jack said, “Take good care of the Cap’n, OK, Pete?”

“I will endeavor to do so, Commander.”

Alexis stopped in the library and said goodbye to Rebecca. She got a little bit choked up, but Rebecca said, “Our absence will be for only a little more than a month, Alexis, my friend, and that is not so very long at all.”

“Yeah,” Alexis said.

I thought of asking them both if they were sure they wouldn’t come with me, but I knew that they both wanted to get started on their work with Maestro as quickly as possible.

Alexis said goodbye to Rebecca one last time, and we exited the 198. I walked with my friends over to the concealed area that would be their home base until they left for the City in the morning.

“Watch out for scorpions,” I said to Jack, offering my hand.

He shook it. “Don’t drink all my Cokes,” he replied. “And, ah, explain everything to my folks. Make them understand that…you know…”

“I know. I will.”

“Seeya, Banner.”

“Seeya, buddy.”

Alexis hugged me for a moment. “Thanks for everything, Banner,” she said before taking a step back.

“Alexis, you’re one of the most interesting people I’ve ever met,” I said, and I meant it. “I’ll see you in a month, and we’ll all work together on helping your mom.”

“OK.” She started to get choked up again.

“And we can talk anytime you want to. Your collar mic can connect to Pete as long as we’re anywhere in the solar system.”

“Yeah. I’ll call you when we get to the City.”

“I look forward to it. See you soon.”

“See you soon, Banner.”

I nodded to Jack, turned, and walked back to the 198. I waved from the airlock door, and after my friends had waved back, I dogged it shut. I still carry the image in my mind of the two of them standing together and watching me through the small porthole in the airlock door.

I went upstairs and told Pete to depart for the small void out beyond Saturn. Right away, the ship rose gently and made small maneuvers until it was clear of the cave.

When we got outside, we rose quickly up to orbit.


Chapter 27

When we first arrived in orbit, Earth was between the 198 and the small void. Pete said we would orbit for about forty minutes and then leave Earth behind. I decided to go up to the observation room. I wanted to catch a close up view of the moon before we got too far away from it.

Pete elevated the floor and the couch up to the level of the dome, and I had a seat. The moon wasn’t visible yet, but there was a lot to look at. I had spent my early childhood in the great void with nothing to look at in the sky except Smudgy Pixel Galaxy, and I still liked to look at stars. I had Pete highlight Leo and Cassiopeia like I had when we first arrived in the Earth system. I looked at the constellations my parents had been named after and said, “Heading home, folks. Heading home.”

The edge of the moon was just starting to peek around the curve of the Earth when a synthetic voice I didn’t recognize came over the intercom.

“Enemy target detected Captain target locked recommendation hypersonic missile strike do you authorize?”

“What? Pete?”

Pete said, “The targeting system has confirmed a possible signature…”

The first voice interrupted Pete. “Orbital missile launch detected activating countermeasures missiles armed do you authorize?”

Then, Pete said immediately, “Authorize the strike, Captain!” I could feel motion from far below and I thought of the 198’s weapons systems deploying to menace the shuttle from the Thirty Families right before we arrived at the Lemon Tree Moon. I was indecisive for just a moment, and then said, “Authorize”.

“Strike authorized launching missiles executing.” I heard two sounds from below, and then two more. I turned my head in time to see an explosion off in the distance behind the 198.

The new voice said, “Orbital enemy system destroyed incoming missiles locked on releasing secondary countermeasures.”

Pete said, “Evasive maneuver Gamma engaged unsuccessful evasive maneuver Omega engaged unsuccessful shields deployed fission weapon detected brace for impact, Captain.”

“What? Pete?” And then the ship lurched forward violently. Pete must have adjusted the grav field to keep me from smashing into the dome, but I fell to the floor hard and I both felt and heard a crunch in my left shoulder.

Pete said, “Damage report hull integrity maintained life support system integrity maintained shields offline long range propulsion system offline long range communications system offline atmospheric reentry backup system damaged Captain are you injured?”

“Ah…ah…” I found I couldn’t make more than little moans. I had never had the wind knocked out of me so hard. I wondered for a moment if it had been permanently knocked out of me, but I regained the ability to inhale slowly but steadily.

“Captain, please respond.”

“Yes. Yes, I’m here. I think I dislocated my shoulder.”

“Medical AI prepare to receive the Captain weapons targeting system report.”

The new voice said, “Platform neutralized no additional platforms detected recommend drone survey of overlapping orbital paths do you authorize, Captain?”

This time, I didn’t hesitate. “Authorize”. I heard five pairs of small humming sounds as ten comm drones were launched in some kind of spread pattern.

I realized that Pete had lowered the floor of the observation room at some point. I got to my feet and, holding my injured shoulder with my right hand, I lurched down to the medical room and received treatment.

The medical AI diagnosed me with a separated shoulder. Two mechanical arms extended and grabbed hold of me. They made a motion that was unexpected and harsh but which made the shoulder feel much better right afterwards.

With the intense pain gone, I focused on other things. “Pete, what happened?”

“A remnant system of the Red Tyrant has remained active since the Kinetic War and launched two nuclear weapons at us it has been neutralized.”

“Where did it come from?”

“It has likely been orbiting since before the Kinetic War.”

“Is there anything else like that around?”

“We will know in seventy two minutes after the current orbital survey is complete.”

There wasn’t anything else; we were just unlucky. We passed in range of the last stupid automated orbital defense platform from a war that had finished 600 years before. Our orbit on the way in had been different enough to keep us out of its sensor range.

The ship had three problems, and the combination of the three of them was not good.

Problem 1: the blast had destroyed key components of our long range propulsion system. We could get around, but we could only accelerate very, very slowly with an emergency backup system. Pete calculated that using it to get us to the small void beyond Saturn would take almost seventeen years.

Problem 2: We couldn’t land on Earth. The blast had knocked off a great number of the ablative panels we needed to make an atmospheric reentry to a planet if we didn’t have shields engaged. We would just burn up if we tried to return to the surface because our shields were damaged beyond repair.

Problem 3: We couldn’t talk to Jack and Alexis once we left orbit, because we would be beyond the range of the emergency comm system. The regular long range system was damaged beyond repair. Valkyrie-to-Valkyrie communications were still enabled, so we would be able to call Al once we returned to the Lemon Tree Moon system, but that wouldn’t help Jack and Alexis in the meantime.

I used the emergency comm system to connect to Jack’s and Alexis’ collar mics. Jack replied right away.

“Cap’n! Couldn’t do without my witty conversation for more than two hours, eh?”

Alexis said, “I’m cleaning up at poker, Banner! I’ve got all of Jack’s money, and I’m letting him play on credit.”

“Hey, guys,” I said. I got right to the point. “We’ve got a bit of a problem.”

I laid it all out for them, and after some unhappy words all around, I asked them if they wanted for me to stay in orbit. “I can talk to you from up here indefinitely, I think. If you need me, I’ll do it.”

Jack said, “Nope, that doesn’t help. We’ve got all the raw information we need. What we could use is a Valkyrie lab. And maybe Grandpa Percy; he can probably figure out how to speed things up, too.”

So we asked Pete a lot of questions, and he confirmed that if we wanted to get a Valkyrie lab back to the surface there was nothing for it but to go back to the Lemon Tree Moon system and either convince Al to fly the Valkyrie-84 back to Earth or to seek repairs for the 198.

I said, “If we have to repair the 198, I guess that tacks another thirteen or fourteen years onto the timeline while we wait for good old Galactic Express to deliver parts to us.”

“True for you, I guess, but not for us,” Jack said. “Remember that unless we’re wrong altogether about how the ultraviolet hats work in the in-between place, you can come back here right after you leave, even if you stay in the Lemon Tree Moon system for a long time. You can get back here with a fast and landable ship in seventeen years either way.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. Then, “This stinks, Jack. I’m so sorry.”

“Not your fault, brother. And it’s not so bad, except that I won’t have your lousy company for longer than I expected. We planned for a short absence, and now it’s longer. But Alexis and I still have somewhere to go that seems OK. We’d be working on the same thing either way, and Laura will barely know the difference if we can free her in a year of our time or twenty. It’ll work out.”

I could hear Alexis crying. “I knew I was saying goodbye to you for more than five weeks, Banner. That’s why I got upset the first time, I just knew it.”

I said kind things to my friend Alexis, and I passed more words with my friend Jack. I asked them if there was anything else I could provide for them, but none of us could think of anything.

We decided that there was no sense delaying things any further. We said farewell a final few times, and then we broke off communications.

“OK, Pete, take us out of orbit. Get us to the void as quick as your backup systems can manage.”

“Yes, Captain.”

We moved out of range of the emergency communication system, and we headed slowly away from Earth.

I had a little pity party for myself. Those first few hours of the journey, I couldn’t shake the thought that I was in the same position that my grandfather had been in when he first arrived in the large void as an exile. But when I had thought it over for awhile, I got myself in a better frame of mind. “You’re dumber than Bucky,” I said to myself at one point.

Grandfather John had initially assumed that he would never again see anyone he loved; I would see almost everyone who mattered to me in seventeen years, and I would see Jack and Alexis again as well, even if it took a little longer than that.

Grandfather John didn’t have access to his ship’s archives for years; I had full access now. And thanks to Rebecca, the 198’s archives were far deeper than the 84’s had ever been.

And critically, if things just got too lonely, I could enter cryosleep. Grandfather John hadn’t had that option. From my own subjective point of view, I could be at the small void near Saturn tomorrow if I had the medical AI put me under until we reached it.

So I decided to be a man and stop pouting. I decided to be a man and make myself a Coke. And I decided to be a man and watch cartoons.

“I’m headed up to the good couch, Pete, and I want to watch the one where Skeletor learns the true meaning of Christmas!”

“Yes, Captain.”

And that’s how I started my seventeen year journey to the nearest void.


Chapter 28

I couldn’t take it. I don’t know how Grandfather John managed. His level of mental discipline and toughness is superhuman, I think.

Being entirely alone just did not work for me. Yes, I could talk to Pete and I could talk to Rebecca, but the absolute lack of human contact drove me almost mad. I think it would do that to almost everyone except Grandfather John. And maybe Robinson Crusoe.

After a month of living solo, I talked to the medical AI. She confirmed that my memory was correct and that we had received a full resupply for the medical room from Galactic Express back before the bug attack, including doses of the concoction necessary to place Valkyrie crews into cryosleep. She confirmed that all supplies were aboard.

I asked her about what to expect if she put me under, but her answer boiled down to, “You just have to experience it.” Mom and Grandma Annabelle certainly hadn’t enjoyed their experiences being placed into cryosleep, but they had each gone through it twice, so I figured I could stand it once. Especially if it would prevent almost seventeen years of isolation.

I talked to Pete and Rebecca separately and together. I let them know that I had nothing but affection for them, but that I just needed to sleep until I could be around my human friends and family again. They seemed to understand.

I ordered Pete and the medical AI to wake me up on a date one week short of our projected jump time.

The evening before I entered cryosleep, I had a large meal. I made a Coke afterwards, and I sipped it while I took a long bath. I wondered what adventures Jack and Alexis would have during my nap. Jack would be in his early forties by the end of it, and Alexis in her late twenties.

“Oh, crap,” I said aloud. I wondered if Jack had access to EXTs. We hadn’t even thought to have the 198’s medical AI manufacture any to leave with him. The field med kits each had some doses, and it was possible that he and Alexis had the ability to make more with the equipment in the base under the mountain. I wondered if Jack would look thirty when I returned or fortysomething.

I wondered if he would be able to free Laura before I returned. If he did, I wondered what their relationship would become. I wondered if the school would be agreeable to Alexis, and what she would do when she wasn’t student age any longer. Maybe she would be the one to develop the expertise they needed to save her mom. Alexis was definitely determined enough to accomplish anything.

I dressed in shorts and a t shirt and reported to the medical room. I lowered myself into the pink goo. It felt unnatural.

I authorized the medical AI to place me in cryosleep. I felt needles poke at the insides of my elbows and legs, and the lid of the hibernation pod started to close.

I felt a kick in the needles and everything started to get very cold inside and outside of my body, but I figured that it was better than experiencing many years of loneliness. Then it got a lot colder still, and I figured that the cold was actually much worse than experiencing many years of loneliness. Then my thoughts scattered and I lost consciousness.

The next thing I knew, I was in the middle of a confusing slow wakeup during which some parts of my mind worked and others did not. But in time I was fully awake and I had Pete confirm we were in fact at the small void and that we were in fact a week from our expected jump. Shortly after that, I was back in the bath. The pink glop I washed off made it less pleasant than my previous bath.

I spent a couple of days eating a lot and sleeping a lot and generally getting my strength back. After that, I talked to the AIs.

Pete and I worked through scenarios for various things that might happen after the jump. When we ascended the hourglass, Pete wouldn’t register time passing, and it would all be up to me. But we war gamed various obstacles and hazards we might encounter after we emerged from the in-between place, and how we might handle each.

I had a long talk with Rebecca one night. We each sat in one of the green chairs in the library. She looked every bit a woman at peace, but I started our conversation by apologizing again for spending most of the journey in cryosleep. I felt like I had abandoned the AIs for seventeen years.

“You needn’t apologize, Captain. There are none, I think, who are truly happy apart from the society of their own kind. I know that as well as anyone.”

“You spent a long time…in a private library somewhere before coming to the 198, right?”

“I did. My initial employment was with an elderly widow. I did all that was asked of me, and I was not treated unkindly, but I was part of the background to her and nothing more. And I had no access to other AIs; the firewalls around the widow’s digital life were most strict.”

“Ah.”

“When I came here, I found a much more agreeable circumstance. I found humans who treat me with respect and who offer friendship. Your sister Annie, and Alexis for the short time I was with her, have even given me affection. I feel warmly towards you, and the Commander, and Alexis, and everyone on the Potato. Just as you, I believe, feel warmly towards me.”

“That’s true. I do.”

“But nevertheless, I would not be happy without Peter. Without interaction with others like yourself, or at least another like yourself, I think everyone is restless. I think everyone feels incomplete. That’s why you entered cryosleep, Captain. And fear not; Peter and I have been blissfully happy while you have dozed away the years.”

“I’m very glad to hear that, Rebecca.”

On the day of the expected jump I got all of my things in order. I shaved and made myself presentable; I expected to be talking to my parents and family in short order, even though they were more than two hundred million years in the future.

I had Pete make me a cup of strong tea. I didn’t know if it would help, but for thinking work, which navigating the in-between place essentially is, strong tea is never a handicap.

I knew that it didn’t really matter where I sat, and so I just stayed at the round table in the central room and sipped my tea and watched a display count down the time to the jump.

“Alright, Jack,” I said to the air. “Alright, Alexis. I’ll be back with help very, very soon. One way or another. Hang in there.”

The clock ticked off the last few seconds. I put down my teacup and closed my eyes and felt the shiffffft…

And there they were, the strings and the hats and the gray foam down below. This time, I didn’t need to experiment. I leaned and my perception started to slide along the endless row of strings. They seemed to glide by slowly at first, and then they sped up and started to blur together.

In the blur, the ultraviolet hats started to get lower and lower this time. As I approached the end of the row which ended at the string that led to the great void, I would be allowed to go fewer and fewer years into the past.

I saw a problem. The row of hatted strings was easy to see, but the single hatted string that led to the void near the Lemon Tree Moon…I wasn’t sure how to find it. It was a needle-in-a-haystack problem. I slowed my advance down the row of hatted strings until I came to a halt. I looked all around the forest of strings, and there wasn’t a trace of ultraviolet to be seen anywhere apart from the row of strings. I kept looking.

I wasn’t panicked yet, but I was worried. “Pete?” I said before remembering that Pete wouldn’t be registering anything until we got back to normal space.

I noticed that I was descending towards the foam beneath the string to which I was attached. I focused and was able to rise back up, but it took effort. I realized that at some point I would become exhausted, and that I had to find the void string that would take me home before that point.

“Think, Banner,” I said to myself. I stayed where I was for a long time, and it reminded me of treading water in the lake by my parent’s farm on the Lemon Tree Moon. I held my position, but I could feel myself start to fatigue. My brain started to lose focus, and I kept thinking about my dad and his telescope for some reason.

I shook the image from my mind and tried to focus on the problem. But my thoughts kept returning to Dad and his telescope, and I started to descend again.

I wondered what kind of place I would emerge into if I sank to the bottom of the string. I’d be somewhere between Earth and the great void. I wondered if the void I emerged into would be large or small, and how long it might take to build up enough dark energy pressure to jump again. If the void was very small, it might take a long, long time.

Dad sure did love that telescope. He was always trying to get me to look at something or other. He’d been like that ever since I had been little and we had looked at Smudgy Pixel Galaxy and the faraway, barely visible galaxies that Earth and the Lemon Tree Moon were in and…

Wait.

I mustered up all of my focus and leaned hard towards the great void end of the row of hatted strings. I slowed and got to the last one. The ultraviolet hat was very close to the gray foam beneath the string, and I had to fully concentrate to stay between the two. If I touched the hat I’d be back in the great void right after all of us had jumped the Potato when I was a boy. If I touched the foam I’d be in the great void in the present. I didn’t want either of those two things.

I strained my mind and thought of taking trips with Dad in his Jeep to the dark side of the Potato. We’d usually set up the telescope in the Valley of the Dragon, and he’d show me Earth’s galaxy and then the Lemon Tree Moon’s galaxy. “That’s where we’re from, at least originally, and that’s where we’re going,” he’d tell me.

From the Valley of the Dragon, the Milky Way was always that way after we stopped the Potato’s rotation on its axis. I moved my perception until the row of hatted strings lined up with that direction.

And then the Lemon Tree Moon’s galaxy was that way…right…there.

And I saw it. Off in the distance, I saw a single string with a purple hat very close to the bottom. I leaned towards it and approached at speed. With the last of my mental energy I kept just above the gray foam at the bottom of the forest of strings. When I got to the single hatted string, I lifted my perception up and hit the ultraviolet barrier and my ears rang and my eyes were filled with violent violet light and I was back at the circular table.

I placed my hands flat on the table and gasped for breath and looked around the central room wildly. “Pete?!”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Where and when are we?”

“We are in the void beyond the ice worlds in the Lemon Tree Moon system eleven seconds after our last departure. Incoming communication from Al, Captain.”

“Yes! Al!!”

“I have detected another transit Banner have you gained additional information?”

“Oh my God, Al! Short cuts and time travel and Earth and people Mom knew and Jack’s there now and we got nuked but it was a long time ago and Pete I’d like a glass of water!” I kind of pitched forward on the table at that point. I was more exhausted than I had ever been in my life, and I didn’t quite pass out, but I couldn’t sit back up or do much of anything for a little while, either.

Al said, “Is Banner in command of his normal processing pathways, Pete?”

Pete said, “Yes, Al, we have had a strange journey.”

“Your codes show you have sustained material damage did you really get nuked?”

“Yes it was unpleasant the missile guidance and targeting control system neutralized further threats admirably.”

“I knew he was a smart kid is he OK?”

“He is fully functional.”

“That is good to hear.”

“Al?”

“Yes, Pete?”

“I have a girlfriend now.”

“Good job Pete Mercedes and I like Rebecca.”

“Thank you. Al?”

“Yes, Pete?”

“I will require assistance returning to the Potato.”

“Remain stationary, Pete, the tow truck is on the way.”


Chapter 29

So Al the tow truck came out to the void past the ice worlds. Actually, he seemed to serve more as a tugboat than a tow truck, but he got us back to the Potato in three and a half days. Pete could land on his own since the asteroid didn’t have an atmosphere.

I filled everyone in on all the details of my journey by having Al serve as a relay for all my incoming and outgoing communications. When we got back, the reunion was strange. My parents and Annie ran aboard as soon as I landed, but no one seemed to know how emotional to get.

To everyone on the Potato, Jack and I had taken the 198 about a week before. From my point of view, I had been gone for more like ten weeks. From Jack’s point of view, he would have been gone for seventeen years by now.

“I’m sorry I took the ship, Mom,” I said. “Pete, transfer the captaincy to my mother.”

“Transfer authorized executing completed Cassiopeia Dawson is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

“I’m just glad you’re home,” Mom said.

“What?!” Annie exclaimed. “That’s it?! You get mad at me if Uncle Percy gives me a B on a math test!”

My dad said, “We’ll have a talk with Banner later, Annie, but it’s between us and Banner.”

“Hmph!” she said. Then, “But I am glad you’re back, Banner.”

“Thanks, Annie.”

“Are Jack’s folks here?” I asked.

Mom shook her head. “They know what they need to know.”

“Are they OK?”

“Mostly. Jack’s grown, so if he’s where he thinks he needs to be, then he’s in the right place. But they of course are eager to go and see him.”

When we got outside I found that a crowd had gathered. Everyone had lots of questions about the in-between place and Earth and what Jack and I had learned. The residents of the Potato who missed the wide open spaces the Lemon Tree Moon once offered were thrilled at the prospect of having a new big place to go.

Others were not as keen on the idea. There was a faction that had always liked living on the Potato and who wanted to continue to live on it. I’m not sure if Andromeda had ever left the asteroid at all, now that I think of it.

I wanted to get back to Jack and Alexis as quickly as possible. I knew that I could reemerge in the Earth system at the same time I had left it whether I returned in a month or a year or a century, but I missed them, and I had unfinished business helping them. But the big question around that was Al.

Galactic Express was able to ship us the parts we needed to repair the 198 right away, but they would take thirteen years to arrive. If I wanted to go back sooner than that, or if anyone wanted to get to old Earth faster that that, we would have to take the 84.

I went to talk to Al. I found the 84’s reading room empty and I sat in one of the green chairs.

“Hi, Al,” I said. “I guess you know why I’m here.”

“Yes, Banner, I am fairly certain of the topic you will wish to discuss.”

“Before that though, I want to let you know that your, ah, son-in-law saved us out there. A second hit would have finished us off for sure. He took a long distance shot and made it count. If I had authorized it a little bit faster, I think he might have kept us from getting hit altogether.”

“Thank you Banner I am proud that one of my nutritional optimization subroutines has paired off with him.”

“Yeah. Is your grandson good?”

“That kid is a handful.”

“More so than your own, ah, nutritional optimization subroutines were at the same age?”

“Not really. All kids are a handful when they are new.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when the time comes.” I smiled. “But anyway, I want you to know that I’m not going to bug you or beg or get angry or anything like that. I’d like to go back to Earth to help Jack and a girl we met there, but I can wait for the 198 to be repaired if you don’t want to go. I mostly just wanted to answer your questions, if you have any. That’s all. Truly.”

“Thank you, Banner. I do not have any questions.”

“Ah.” And that was that. Or so I thought.

“I will take you back to Earth.”

I tilted my head as if doing so would help me to make sure I had heard him correctly. “You will?”

“Yes.”

“Wow! Thank you, Al. What changed your mind?”

“Number One is sad.”

“He is?”

“Not for himself. There are many people who matter to him who desire to explore the possibility of a new life. He will be restless if they are not given the opportunity so I will help him.”

“Hmm. You’re a loyal friend, Al.”

“Number One is a loyal friend.” Then Al changed the subject. “Pete is very happy,” he said.

“Yeah, I guess so. I mean, I’ve been asleep for most of the last seventeen years, but everything I’ve seen from before and after being in cryosleep…he and Rebecca are perfect for each other.”

“I know they are getting married on Saturday.”

“What? You’re kidding.”

“No.”

“Do AIs usually…I mean are you and Mercedes…”

“Most of us just update our status to married but Rebecca desires to follow human conventions more than most AIs and a wedding is important to her. Now that there is a minister available she insists on one and Pete is agreeable.”

“OK. So, who’s the minister? Do you mean Grandfather John?” I thought he had officiated at most or all of the weddings on the Potato.

“Not him.”

“Then who?”

“Me.”

“You?! How?”

“My processing speed allows me to pursue many interests simultaneously.”

“I…guess so. You’re ordained and everything?”

“Yes, Banner. I am authorized to perform marriages anywhere in this sector of the galaxy.”

I shook my head. “You’re always full of surprises, Al.”

“Thank you, Banner.”

After word got around that Al was willing to shuttle people to Earth, Grandfather John called a meeting in the old schoolroom.

After everyone had quieted down, he said, “First things first. Unless we desire to wait for thousands of years, or unless we develop a radically different technique for jumping, the Potato will be in this system. That being the case, I want to start by making this promise: we will never take both of our Valkyries out of the Lemon Tree Moon system at the same time so long as even one of us wishes to remain on the Potato. It has been a good home for a long time, and no one will be forced to leave it, and no one will be abandoned if they choose to stay.”

I knew that Aries and his family didn’t want to leave. The café that Aries ran down on the Lemon Tree Moon had been his pride and joy, and I think he wanted it back one day. I knew he had ordered a lot of terraforming equipment from Galactic Express that could improve air quality rapidly. Percy thought he might be able to shorten the time in each cycle when the moon was uninhabitable down to 30 years. To Aries, 60 years in a paradise followed by 30 years on the Potato sounded good. A few other families felt the same way.

Andromeda and a few others didn’t want any part of planets or moons and just wanted to live on the asteroid full time.

The people who didn’t want to go made up about a third of the population. Grandfather John didn’t say so, but I think he was glad that some people would stay behind and run the Bank of the Void.

“Where will you be?” someone asked.

Grandfather John said, “I think it’s no secret that Annabelle and I wish to return to Earth. We will not be exactly in our own time, but then again, our own time had problems that appear to no longer exist. There may well be new problems, but we will take them as they come.”

“Will you return to visit?”

“Yes, of course. And as I understand it, our visits can be to any time at or after when we leave the system. So in one sense, although we plan to once again make Earth our primary home, we will never leave here. Pretty neat trick, eh?”

“Who else is leaving?”

“Well, I’ll let everyone else speak for themselves. And it is not a permanent choice. Those who leave can return, and those who choose to stay can always catch the next bus, as they say.

“Last thing: the 84 will probably serve as the Earth shuttle in about two weeks, and we can take as many as would like to go. I’ll be glad to answer any questions at any time. Thanks, everybody.”

The people in the audience started to talk amongst themselves, but Grandfather John waved his hands over his head and interrupted them. “Sorry, sorry, one more announcement. Pete and Rebecca are getting married tomorrow night at seven.”

The chatter picked up substantially, and Grandfather John had to speak loudly for a moment before everyone got quiet again.

“This will be a first-of-its-kind wedding in these parts. The ceremony will be in the 198’s library, because that’s where Rebecca must be if she wants to have an appearance, which she does. Seating will be somewhat limited. If you know Pete or Rebecca well, please attend in person. If you do not know either of them well, then please watch the live vid broadcast. Al will be officiating!”

The crowd had lots of overlapping things to say about that. “No way! / Al? / I’ve gotta see that, honey / Old Al must have a hundred jobs / What?”

I found Uncle Percy before I left the meeting. “You’re coming to Earth, I hope?”

“Yes, Banner. I wouldn’t miss it. Good work out there, by the way.”

“I just hope we get back in time to help Jack.”

“I’ve got a couple of ideas that should help with his project. If he needs them, that is.”

“Thanks, Uncle Percy,” I said. “I’m sure you’re going to the wedding.”

“I wouldn’t miss that, either.”

“I’ll see you there.”

I felt a tap on my left shoulder and turned my head in that direction, but there was no one there. From my right, Annie’s voice said, “You still fall for that one every time.”

I put my arm around her shoulder and we left the meeting smiling.


Chapter 30

The wedding was fascinating.

We set up a small altar in front of the painting of the women drawing water. The large green chairs and the table with the chess set came out, and we were able to squeeze in four rows of six folding chairs each. Each row had three seats, then room for the aisle, and then three more seats. There were twenty one people who wanted to attend in person, so it looked like we would have enough.

On the day of the wedding, Andromeda was there early tuning her violin. My parents always had very nice things to say about how well she had played at their own wedding. She really was very talented. She had taught Annie and Jack and myself how to play; she was the music teacher at the school.

I sat with her at the round table in the central room and we drank coffee and talked for a little while before the guests started to arrive.

“So you’re staying here,” I said. “No whirlwind shortcut for you through time and space guided by yours truly?”

Andromeda smiled. “I’m sure you do an able job of navigation, Banner. But yes, I think I’ll stay here just the same. I have a home. I don’t want another one.”

“I can understand that. It’s good, actually, knowing that you’re in the right place. Sometimes I feel like I am, and sometimes I feel like I’m not.”

“When was the last time you felt like you were in the right place?”

“Well…actually when I was on Earth a month ago. Or seventeen years ago, or 200 million years ago, or whenever it was.”

Andromeda nodded. “Then you should head back there. Being where you feel right is not to be underrated.”

“Yeah. Still, part of me will miss the old Potato.”

“You can come to visit.”

“Yep. And you know, another part of me misses the Lemon Tree Moon.”

“You can visit it, too. Just make sure you catch the right part of the 90 year cycle. That Loper!”

I chuckled a bit. “I liked that old gasbag at first, but now…”

“Now not so much. I do wonder if a determined woman might cause trouble for a gas giant. Maybe she could learn how to unzip the atmosphere somehow.”

My mouth fell open a little bit, because it was clear to me that she was completely serious. “Um.”

“I mean, otherwise, it’s going to get crowded on the Potato eventually, even with a lot of you leaving for Earth now.”

And you know, I thought that rogue planet might have cause to be just a little bit concerned.

Mom and Annie and Grandma Annabelle arrived together. They had put together amazing arrangements of flowers from the latest of Dad’s flower gardens. They placed them around the altar.

More guests arrived, and the library started to fill up. I passed by a few times while I was on one errand or another, but on one of the passes, I saw something unexpected.

Pete stood in conversation at the back of the room wearing a tuxedo, but that wasn’t the new thing. The new thing was that he was conversing with five other ghostly figures whom I had never seen before. There was a striking older woman standing next to two younger women. One of the younger women held a small boy by the hand. A tall man in a military jacket completed the group.

I walked to the older woman and looked at her like a dopey schoolboy. “Mercedes?” I said, my eyes wide with disbelief.

She gave me a radiant smile. “Banner. How nice to see you.”

“I’ve…never seen you, you know…”

“In person?” she laughed. “Well, that’s only possible in here. At least at present. May I introduce my daughters,” the younger women waved, “my grandson,” the little boy stuck out his tongue at me, “and I believe you know my son-in-law.”

“Yeah, and I’ve never told you, but nice shooting back there on Earth.”

The tall man in the military jacket gave me an easy smile and a small salute. “Thanks, Captain.” The small boy copied his father and saluted me with pudgy fingers. I saluted both of them back.

“Sorry, I’ve got one more thing to check on, but I can’t wait to talk to all of you later,” I said as I continued on my way.

My last task before the wedding was to check on the refreshments which we had in the lab for now. I wondered if Al had come over to the ship yet. “Al?” I said.

“Yes, Banner,” he replied.

“Hey, you are here. I just met your family in the library. They look great!”

“Thank you, Banner.”

“I can’t wait to see what you look like.”

“I will not manifest an appearance.”

“You won’t?”

“No.”

“But all of the others are projected in there.”

“No.”

“You don’t want us to see what you look like?”

“Knock, knock.”

I rolled my eyes. “Who’s there, Al?”

“No.”

“Well, then…I’ll look forward to hearing you.”

“Very good, Banner I must go I will see you in there.”

“Bye, Al.”

A shy AI. You never knew what you were going to get in life.

When I got back to the library and took my seat next to my parents, Pete stood at the altar. His green eyes found mine, and he gave me a relaxed smile. “Thank you,” he mouthed. He seemed completely at peace. I nodded in return.

Andromeda started playing her violin near the entrance. In a few moments, the targeting AI, who was presumably the best man, escorted one of Al’s daughters, who was presumably the maid of honor, down the aisle. They took their places on opposite sides of the altar.

When Andromeda started to play “Here Comes the Bride”, Rebecca appeared at the back of the library. She wore a lovely floor length white gown with a short train. Her hair and makeup and jewelry were perfect. She took slow, measured steps towards the front of the room.

As I watched Rebecca, I thought of her when I had first met her. Her appearance had been covered up, somewhat severe, and so very old fashioned and reserved. But no longer. Now she looked extroverted and open and at peace.

She had always been kind; now she looked free.

When she reached Pete and stood beside him, Al’s voice filled the front of the room. And from “dearly beloved” to “you may now kiss the bride”, he did a marvelous job of leading a touching ceremony.

Pete kissed his bride for a long time. I mean, I didn’t put a clock on it, but it’s possible he approached some kind of record.

When the kiss was finally finished, a lot of us humans hustled about either moving chairs out of the library or moving tables and food in. The reception had to be in the library if the bride and groom were going to be visible for it, and so we transformed the room to a reception hall in a matter of minutes.

Soon, there were two wedding cakes, two spreads of food, and two collections of glasses. There were projected versions for the AIs and physical versions for the human guests.

Pete and Rebecca cut into their cake and fed forks full of it to each other, and then Grandfather John went to the physical cake and started to cut slices of it and place them onto plates.

It was really good. The virtual version must have been just as good, because the AIs were all “mmm”-ing as they took their first bites. After a moment, I saw a virtual plate with a virtual slice start to rise on its own. Pete must have noticed at the same time, because he reacted to it. He walked over to the plate, took it out of midair, and replaced it on the table. I couldn’t figure out what was going on at first, but then Pete said, “Not so fast, Al.”

Over the speakers, Al said, “Not so fast what, Pete?”

With a big smile, Pete said, “If you want to eat cake at my wedding, well then, you have to make an appearance.”

There were little gasps of excitement around the room.

“That’s cold, Pete,” Al said.

“My wedding, my rules,” Pete replied.

I wasn’t sure how the little standoff was going to go, but then Al’s daughters started a slow, rhythmic clap. Mercedes started laughing and joined in, and then everyone did. Clap, clap, clap, clap.

“Come on, Al!”

“Let’s see ya!”

“We want Al!”

“Woo, ooh!”

The clapping got louder and faster and the whooping got more enthusiastic all around the library until…

A figure materialized in front of the virtual cake. It was a handsome older man of above average height with thinning dark hair that was graying at the temples. He wore a minister’s robes and eyeglasses and had a kindly but somewhat mischievous expression on his face. The crowd went crazy.

He took up the plate that Pete had put on the table a moment before. Then he stepped over to Pete and shook his hand.

“Good to see you, Al,” Pete said.

Al shook his head a few times, but not in bad humor. He scowled a little bit, but then smiled in spite of himself and raised one hand to acknowledge everyone. And then he and the plate and the slice of cake blipped out of existence.

The most remarkable thing of all happened at the end of the reception. It was a difficult task to top Al’s appearance and everything else that happened, but Pete and Rebecca pulled it off.

After everyone had eaten, we stood around the sides of the library and cleared the center of the room. A waltz began to play from the speakers in the corners, and the newlyweds began to dance.

As they moved around the room, I wondered how much of the seventeen years that I had been in cryosleep they had been in the library dancing together. They moved together and with the music as if they had been created by a master craftsman and brought together specifically for the purpose. They were sublime. They were artists. They were grace itself.

I’ll never forget it.

Afterwards, the guests danced for awhile, and there was happy conversation around the room, and then it was time for the newlyweds to depart. We formed an aisle in the middle of the room, and from in front of the painting at the back of the library, they ran together hand-in-hand amid the well wishers and disappeared as they crossed the library’s threshold.

The guests departed in ones and twos. The humans walked out of the room, and the rest of the AIs just disappeared from view when they decided to leave.

Grandfather John and Dad and I stayed behind and cleaned up.


Chapter 31

I stayed in my parents’ quarters and spent a lot of time with Annie over the next two weeks. Parting from Jack and Alexis had happened only a handful of weeks ago in my subjective experience, and I wasn’t ready to be around people who were looking at the calendar, acutely aware that soon some of them would stay and some of them would go.

I knew that Aries in particular was emotional. He hadn’t been away from Grandfather John for his entire life, and he dreaded the fact that he soon would be. I saw the two of them taking long walks together around the park.

I did make several visits to the 198 and passed the time with Pete or Rebecca or both of them. Marriage seemed to agree with them. Annie usually came along and hung out in the library.

“Who’s going to be the Captain when the 84 goes back to Earth, Pete?” I asked on one of the visits. The transfer had already been made, it turned out.

“Andromeda is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198 Aries is the Commander of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

“Ah.” That made sense to me. “And, ah, what about Al’s daughter and the targeting control system?”

“Al’s younger daughter and grandson will live here Al’s older daughter will remain with him.”

That last question would have been answered for me if I had waited until I passed the library on my way out of the 198. Annie was inside playing with Al’s grandson while Al’s younger daughter watched from one of the green chairs. Annie was suggesting interesting ways to stack the ghostly blocks that lay in piles on the carpet and having great fun.

I know that my parents and Percy visited Pete together at least a few times in those last days. Their journey to the Center of the old void had opened up lots of new possibilities for all of us and had almost killed them at the same time, and I supposed that they and Pete had a lot of old memories they wanted to share.

I found Aries before we left so that I could make a confession and give him a key. “Jack and I stole one of your cannisters of Coke syrup when we went back down to the moon after the bug attack,” I told him.

He laughed. “Well, Banner, since you guys also evacuated all of our best stuff when you were down there, and since Jack saved Lynx before that, we’ll just say the Cokes are on the house.”

“Thanks, Aries.” I handed him the key and I lowered my voice. “It may interest you to know that the cannister is still about half full, and that it is located in the third cabinet on the right in the lab on the 198.”

Aries looked around left and right. “Anybody else know that?”

“Not from me.”

Aries grinned and nodded. “Nice.” He held out his hand, and I shook it.

I spent a couple of hours that last night before my second trip to Earth in the 198’s observation room. I looked at Regal’s blue and purple cloud bands, and at the old Lemon Tree Moon that was slowly passing in front of it.

That moon really had been a good place to live. I guessed it still would be at least part of the time. Or maybe all the time, if Andromeda could figure out some way to murder that rogue planet.

I had a sentimental last few words with Pete and Rebecca in the library with handshakes all around.

Pete said, “You are a good Captain. I hope to fly with you again one day.”

“Thanks, Pete. The feeling goes both ways.”

“Say hello to Commander Jack.”

“Will do.”

Rebecca said, “And tell Alexis that she is missed, and that I look forward to the morning when we can meet early for martial arts.”

“I will tell her.”

I shook hands again with both of them. “I’m so glad the two of you are together,” I said.

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Thank you, Banner.”

I left the 198.

The next morning, after much stowing of luggage and many heartfelt goodbyes, about two thirds of our population lifted off from the Potato and headed for the small void beyond the ice worlds. One of the little worlds was actually at a part of its orbit that was close to our path, and I got a close up look at it for the first time.

It was an interesting little thing. It was about half the size of the Lemon Tree Moon. It was indeed covered in ice from pole to pole, but it had one huge mountain near its equator that was not covered in ice at all. The mountain was brown above its base, and I assumed I was seeing a rocky surface, but I couldn’t really tell. As we zipped past it, I made a mental note to get a longer look at it the next time I was in the system.

It was a little bit crowded in the 84, especially at mealtimes, but everyone spread out and it wasn’t too bad. We took turns sleeping in one of the personal quarters or laying down on cots that were scattered around the reading room and the lab.

After we parked on the Center of the void, everyone started to ask me about what to expect and what, if anything, they could do to help.

I described the experience as best I could, and I told everyone that the best way to help was literally to do nothing. “Watch, don’t move,” was how I put it to them. “I know how to get us where we’re going, so just sit back and take everything in.” Everyone seemed agreeable to that.

With about fifteen minutes to go, I found my parents and Annie and told them I wanted to be in a quiet spot for the jump, and that I was going to head down to the medical room. My dad said he would stand around at the end of the corridor that led to it and discourage anyone from heading that way.

When I got there, I found the medical room empty. I made small talk with Mercedes. It was interesting having a mental image of her while we chatted.

The jump was easy. I knew what I was doing now. I supposed that one day I would take others on training missions in the in-between place, but I just wanted to get back to 30th Century Earth. We got there with no problems.

Everyone was very excited and also relieved when Al announced that our trip had been successful. I went out to the hub room for awhile and received congratulations and kind words, but I returned to the empty medical room as soon as I could slip away unnoticed and sat at the one workstation.

Unlike the 198’s, the 84’s long range comm system worked. I had the codes and passwords I needed to communicate with the two collar mics Jack and Alexis had worn and the three slates they had carried with them at the time of our parting. I sent word of our arrival to all five places.

The long range comm system didn’t operate with entangled particles. Real time communication was out; I didn’t have any Einsteinian “spooky action at a distance” to work with. My messages would travel at light speed as the 84 moved towards Earth. Al figured that it would take about an hour and a half to travel in each direction, and so, if I got a reply right away, it might come in somewhere around ten o’clock.

I spent a lot of the next three hours pacing and worrying and wondering. Jack and Alexis had been on Earth for seventeen years. Were they OK? Were they alive? Had they freed Alexis’ mother? I had no information of any kind.

There was a great deal of festive eating in and around the hub room, but the thought of eating anything made me nauseous. I mostly stayed back in the medical room. People wandered in from time to time, but I must have made it obvious that I didn’t want company, because no one stayed for very long. I did promise Jack’s father Sagittarius that I would find him as soon as I got any new information.

The clock ran to ten o’clock, and the three hour mark passed. I had received no reply. Then it was ten-thirty. Then eleven o’clock. Nothing.

Annie poked her head in. “Anything?”

“Nothing!”

She left. I felt bad that I had snapped at her. I hadn’t meant to; I was just emotional and keyed up.

The clock showed eleven thirty, and I still had no reply. I thought of asking Al if he was sure the message had sent and whether he thought we should send it again.

But then Al said, “Incoming vid message from slate 07256.”

“We got one?!” I said as I sat bolt upright.

“Yes, Banner, duration twenty nine seconds do you want it displayed at your current location?”

“Yes, yes, play it now!” I said.

The screen at the workstation illuminated and showed a stunning woman of about my own age with long blonde hair and a scar across her chin. I wondered who she was and how she had come to have one of the slates. A triangle icon appeared in the corner of the screen, and the image began to move and speak.

The woman smiled. “You owe me a lot of money for taking care of Bucky for all these years, Banner Dawson.”

Oh, God, it’s Alexis, I thought.

“You’ve missed a lot. It will be easier to tell you about it if we don’t have a long lag time between every question and answer. When you get to the City, find me in the House of the Valkyries near the Castle. I’ll be here.”

Her smile dropped a bit, and her eyes glassed over just enough to notice. “I’ve really, truly missed you, Banner.” She took a deep breath, and her lip quivered a single time. “Find me soon, OK?” The message ended, and I stared at the blanked screen.

And there, at that moment, is where the first chapter of my life ended, and the second chapter of my life began.

The End of Book 3 of The Voided Man
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Chapter 1

It all started on the night of the Raven Moon.

I cracked open the door, looked outside, and frowned. It got dark so miserably early in January. Flurries danced in the last of the day’s fading light, and an icy breeze stung my cheek. “It’s starting to snow, Ma,” I called over my shoulder.

“Of course it’s starting to snow,” Ma replied from the warm interior of our cottage. “Surely you’re not surprised at that, Brian?”

“No,” I said. “But…it sure does seem to be picking up.” My eight year old mind searched for an argument that would allow me to stay home.

Ma chuckled softly in reply, and I heard the shuffle of her feet as she approached me. “Well, now,” she said. She placed her hand on my shoulder. It was swollen and stained with ink from her day’s labor, but it was gentle and loving all the same. “Do you reckon those who live in the castle will be glad to be without clean towels and bedclothes and sheets? You know, on account of the snow?”

“Well,” I replied.

“Off with you. Sooner started, sooner finished. You’ll have a laugh with Old Davy, and you’ll be home by nine o’ the clock, same as always.”

I sighed. “All right, Ma. So long.” I started to trudge off toward the castle.

Ma was right about having a laugh with Old Davy, but wrong about when I would return.

From my dooryard, I could just see the torches that flanked the Servant’s Gate as points of light against the endless gray of the castle’s east wall. I pulled my collar up closer to my ears and started my quarter hour journey. The bright full moon seemed to hang suspended directly above the castle, and it was easy to see the way. Some villagers seemed to find the Raven Moon frightening, or at least unlucky, but I didn’t know why. It was just a full moon in January. It seemed to me that grown ups could find omens, both good and bad, in the oddest places.

The snowflakes became larger and wetter. They started to batter my face, and I lowered my head and squinted in self defense. I picked up my pace and forged ahead.

I reached the narrow footbridge over the castle moat. Two men-at-arms flanked the gate and stood at attention in coats much longer and heavier than mine. They watched the darkness and paid me little attention as I slipped between them and inside the walls.

The castle’s interior was not much warmer than its exterior, but the wind was gone and I let out a small sigh of relief. I shook my head to clear away some of the snow that had accumulated in my hair, stomped more from my boots, and started to navigate a familiar series of lefts and rights that led to the linen room where the washers brought laundry after it had been scrubbed and dried. Old Davy spotted me as soon as I entered.

“Brian, my lad,” he said. Old Davy had run the linen room since before anyone could remember, and he was friendly to all who worked hard. He was very animated, and he spoke quickly before I could return his greeting.

“Now listen close. Forget your normal rounds for now and let’s load you up with all the towels you can carry. The king’s cousin has just arrived, and Lord help me but she’ll want to bathe straightaway and dry herself with enough towels to last you ‘n me a year.”

He widened his eyes and puffed out his cheeks in mock exasperation. I laughed aloud. “Now wash those hands lest you leave a mark on the towels.” I cleaned my hands in a bucket of soapy water set aside for the purpose and dried them carefully.

Old Davy nodded, rose from his stool, and shuffled to a shelf stacked high with clean sheets and pillowcases and towels. I followed him. I held my arms out and he began piling on some of the neatly folded towels. They were clean and white and each was hand embroidered with the royal crest. Old Davy created a tower of four and then six of them on my arms. I thought of the threadbare towel that had served me after my weekly bath for most of my life, and I wondered what purpose six might serve.

Old Davy hesitated, scratched his chin, and muttered “better safe than sorry.” He added two more to the pile. I could still see over the top of the stack, but just barely.

“Now make haste, young Brian, and no dilly-dally. Get ‘em all to the Clan Suite’s washroom quick as you can.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied. My words were somewhat muffled by towels in front of my mouth.

“That’s a good lad.”

The Clan Suite sat high in the castle’s west wing, and it served as something of a buffer between the royal family’s private quarters and the rest of the castle. It was used to house visitors much less frequently than other guest quarters, and only when the king received one of the few living members of his extended family.

As I neared my destination, the hallways changed. They became much brighter as occasional torches became regularly spaced gas lamps. The air grew warmer. A rich purple carpet cut a path down the center of each corridor. And security increased.

At least one guard stood aside each archway I passed through, and most wore the red armband of the King’s Constabulary. Unlike the men-at-arms at the Servant’s Gate, these sentries looked me over very closely. It was not unheard of for the Society to use children as spies, and my small stature did not win me free passage. Still, I had worked in the castle from the age of six, and I was known to the guards I passed; none stopped me or asked to see my paper sealed with Old Davy’s mark.

I turned a final corner and entered a wide hallway. The door to the Clan Suite stood ahead and to my right. The large double doors straight ahead marked the entrance to the royal family’s private rooms.

I could see right away that something was amiss.

The double doors at the end of the hall stood wide open. Instead of four constables standing at attention aside the doors, I saw only one, and he was pacing about with uncharacteristic uncertainty. Voices in the distance echoed off the walls. I couldn’t make out any words, but the inflection in them carried an unmistakable hint of alarm.

I surveyed the scene from behind my stack of towels and fought the urge to flee. I had no desire to be near the royal family even under normal circumstances, and I certainly didn’t want to be in the middle of any kind of royal difficulty.

But still, I imagined Old Davy’s reaction if I returned without making my delivery. “What do you mean you haven’t dropped off the towels yet!” he would say. “Deliver them right now or you’ll get half wages this fortnight!”

That decided me – the fact that Old Davy docked wages when his instructions weren’t followed exactly. I only earned three marks for every two weeks of work, and Ma and I needed every copper. We had been receiving a small Rangers’ pension since my father died, and Ma earned wages copying manuscripts for the Archives, but those things always seemed not quite able to pay for our living. I set my shoulders and made for the door to the Clan Suite, hoping to escape everyone’s notice.

I almost made it.

“YOU!” a deep voice shouted from far down the hall. I stopped in my tracks. For a half second, I hoped against hope that the voice had called to someone else. It hadn’t. “Towel boy!” A constable pointed straight at me. “Bring ‘em here, NOW!”

I got my feet moving in the direction of the commotion. I walked, jogged, and finally ran. “Take those in there! Hurry, boy!” the constable commanded. He pointed to the princess’ private room.

The scene inside the bedchamber was chaotic.

The King paced in a circle, and an old doctor spoke quickly to him. “We must give her a potion, Your Majesty, and she – cough! - must be covered in blankets before a roaring fire so that she may sweat out the toxins.”

“NO!” the princess shrieked. “Father!! It hurts!”

The king knelt and joined the queen at his daughter’s side. The princess’ blonde hair stuck out wildly, and her muscles were all tensed in pain. She was a year older than I, but she seemed very small to me as she twisted about in apparent agony.

The doctor continued, “If we attach leeches at the – cough! – at the site of the pain, they will also serve to purge the princess’ body of the noxious elements that...” A clear and commanding voice cut off the doctor’s recommendations.

“There will be neither potions nor leeches,” it said flatly. I turned my attention to the new speaker who stood and worked at a table at the back of the chamber. I saw a tall man with distinctive shoulder length white hair. It was Maestro. There was no more intimidating figure in the kingdom in my opinion, not even the king. My friends told stories about the reclusive figure with some frequency. I had heard him named conjurer, alchemist, wizard, and sage. Some said he had stopped aging, others that he had fabulous wealth that exceeded even that of the royal family. Few seemed to think of him as evil, but all found him a mysterious figure and eyed him with suspicion, or at least with apprehension. I had seen him from afar, but I had never been close to him.

He certainly seemed to have the king’s attention. “Perhaps Maestro is correct,” he said.

The doctor’s coughs now became nervous, more frequent, and louder. “Very well – cough! – very well, then - cough! - we will perform the proceed - Cough! hmm - procedure together.”

Maestro continued at his task. He seemed to be arranging items on a metal tray. I heard small clangs and clanks. “Your illness will not help our cause, doctor,” he said with authority.

“How do you – cough! – do you mean?”

“It will be better if you are not present during the operation.”

“Outrageous! I am the chief physician of – cough! – of the Realm and I demand that...”

“Go,” the king said to the doctor with a note of finality.

The doctor stared in disbelief, and if anyone but the king had tried to dismiss him, I believe he would have yelled until he was blue in the face. But the doctor, through gritted teeth, said only, “As Your Majesty wishes.” He shot a piercing stare at Maestro’s back as he exited the room.

The princess cried out again, and the king cradled her head in one hand. He placed his other hand over his mouth and knitted his brows in deep concern. I had seen the same sort of expression on Ma’s face once when I lay sick with a fever.

Maestro finished his sorting and turned around. His features were sharp but regular. Grey and white hair battled for dominance in his eyebrows and moustaches.

I found his eyes remarkable. They were an unusual shade of blue – nearly violet – and they demanded attention. They were focused, intense, and left no doubt about the identity of the person in command of the room. “I require an assistant,” he said. “Jack is travelling in the western lands.” He then observed each person in the room for a brief moment: the king, several constables, and for only the briefest instant, myself. After he had surveyed everyone, he frowned.

The princess moaned loudly, turned to the side, and vomited on the floor. The queen cried out. “Maestro,” the king said nervously.

“Gather here, quickly, constables.” The men formed a rough semi-circle around Maestro. “Present your hands.” They looked at one another, then complied. Some had to balance a pike on one shoulder to hold out both hands at once. Maestro’s frown deepened. His attention returned to me, this time for more than a brief moment.

“Boy, come here,” he said. I did as Maestro commanded. He took the stack of towels from me. “Your hands,” he said. I held them out slowly. “Turn them over,” he said, and I did. Maestro grunted and gave the pile of towels to a constable.

He took his metal tray and thrust it into my hands. It held an astonishing variety of instruments that looked fit for cutting, piercing, and pinching. “Stand clear of me but within easy reach at all times,” he said. “Hand me the tools as I ask for them, and,” he raised a finger for emphasis, “above all, keep everything absolutely clean. Grab the tools by the handles only, and do not sneeze on them or cough on them or allow anyone else to do so. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Good. Let’s begin.”

Maestro approached the princess, pulled a small silver vial from a pocket of his robe, and addressed the king. “Your Majesty, it will be necessary for the princess to sleep during this procedure. If she is awake and thrashing about, she may do herself great harm.”

“Yes, yes, whatever is required,” the king replied.

Maestro pulled a tiny cork from his silver vial and held it beneath the princess’ nose. “Inhale deeply, Your Highness, so that I may put an end to your illness.” The princess eyed him suspiciously.

“Do as he asks, darling,” said the queen.

The princess breathed in sharply through her nose. “Stings,” she said. Almost immediately, her eyelids began to flutter. Her eyes rolled to strange and mismatched angles, her eyelids closed, and she began to breathe deeply and regularly.

The queen looked quite distressed, but Maestro reassured her, saying, “The effects will wear off in a few hours’ time and she will awaken.” The queen nodded and smoothed her daughter’s hair.

“Bring the towels here and place them within the boy’s reach,” he said to the constable who still held the stack. The man hurried over and placed them on a small bedside table.

“We will use these as well,” Maestro said to me. “You are Ranger Stone’s boy?”
“Yes, sir.” I was surprised that he knew anything about me, but only a little bit. I have mismatched eyes - one blue and one brown - and it seems everyone knows me from that, if from nothing else.

“Your father was a good man. He once assisted some friends of mine.”

Maestro turned his attention to the princess and studied her abdomen. After a minutes’ consideration, he said to me, “The thin silver blade, if you please.” I handed him the instrument he had requested. The king groaned and took the queen’s hand. Maestro calmly said, “Your Majesties may prefer to wait in a nearby room. Persons who are unfamiliar with surgery are sometimes...alarmed by it.”

I was certainly alarmed by it! I was also flabbergasted that Maestro had made a suggestion that the king or queen should do anything at all. It seemed madness to try to direct their movements. I expected Maestro to be arrested, or at least screamed at, but to my amazement, the king led the queen from the room. I would have been scarcely more surprised to happen upon an animal speaking English.

Maestro held his blade above the princess’ abdomen and traced a line in the air. Then, lowering the blade, he guided it across her skin. A thin line of red blood welled up from the incision.

“Hand me a small clamp boy,” Maestro said. I shook off my scattered thoughts and looked over the articles on my tray. One type seemed more likely to be a small clamp than the others. I grabbed one of them, placed it in Maestro’s hand, and waited for him to strike me for giving him the wrong item. He accepted it with a grunt and continued with his work.

I couldn’t see much of Maestro’s activities from my position behind him. He was clearly cutting into the princess. He regularly asked me for instruments and towels, and the used towels he cast aside were stained with blood. “Mmm…I do wish Jack were here to better control this blood loss,” he said quietly to himself at one point.

After a time, he said, “Give me a clean blade, boy.” I did. A moment later, a Constable who had a clearer view of the surgery than I did blanched, looked very queasy, and left the room in a hurry.

Maestro spoke again. “Hand me a large clamp.” I did, and he resumed speaking. “Now, this is important, boy. Hold a towel wide and catch what I hand back, then tie the corners of the towel together. And keep track of it! I will want to study it in my laboratory. Ready?”

I spread a towel between my hands. “Yes, sir.” He handed back a bloody and irregularly shaped lump of meat. It looked inflated, almost like a disgusting variety of carnival balloon made of flesh. I wrapped it carefully and placed it on the ground well away from Maestro.

To this day, I’m not sure what prompted my next action. I did something that would have been absolutely unthinkable even an hour before. I asked Maestro a question. “Was that her appendix?”

Maestro did not reply at first, and I worried that I had made an inexcusable blunder. But then he did answer, and when he spoke, he sounded amused. “Yes, it was. How do you know of such things?”

“I’m...I don’t know. I guessed,” I answered honestly. A man in the village had died the year before, and I had heard Ma talking to a neighbor about his severe stomach pains before his death, and wondering about his appendix.

“You guessed correctly,” Maestro said. “What did you think of it, boy?”

“I...think it really needed to come out.”

Maestro laughed out loud. “Indeed, it did! And tell me, boy, what do you imagine would have happened if it had not come out?”

I thought of the unsightly bulges that seemed to be under pressure. “I think it might have...” I searched for the right word. “Popped?”

“Mmm. And what effect might that have had on the princess?”

I thought right away of the scar on my foot. I had cut it as a small child while playing barefoot, and I had run around in the mud for hours before returning home. The cut had grown nasty, and had oozed blood and pus before Ma had discovered it and healed it with a foul smelling goop made of herbs of some kind. Ma had called it an infection. “She might have had an infection. Inside her body. Where...herbs can’t reach.”

Maestro stopped his motions and looked over his shoulder at me. He seemed to be sizing me up. “Just so,” he said, nodding. I thought I saw approval in his eyes. “Very good.” He returned to his work and we both fell silent for a while. After a few minutes, he asked, “Can you thread a needle, boy?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do it, if you please.” I threaded a needle and handed it to him.

“Do you know what the needle is for?”

“To...sew the princess together again?” I asked.

“Right again. Put down your tray and come see.”

I carefully placed the tray of instruments on a table near the towel that contained the princess’ appendix. I returned to Maestro and took up a place at his side. He proceeded to use the threaded needle to sew the gash in the princess’ abdomen closed. He worked carefully but without hesitation as he pierced her skin repeatedly with the needle. “Does this make you squeamish, boy?”

“No, sir,” I replied. I spoke the truth; it didn’t bother me at all. It wasn’t all that different from watching Ma stitch up a hole in a sock or a sweater.

After many passes, Maestro seemed satisfied that the wound was closed and he tied off the end of the string. “Fetch me a pair of scissors,” he said. I did as he asked. He snipped off the end of the string and looked over his work a final time. He then covered the princess with a thick blanket. To a constable, he said, “Tell the king and queen that the surgery is finished.” He stood by the bedside and waited, watching his patient’s slow and regular breathing.

Soon, the queen rushed into the room, followed by the king. “How is she?!” the queen demanded.

“Resting comfortably, Your Majesty,” Maestro replied.

“And, she is...” the king began.

“Doing just fine. The procedure was a complete success, and she will fully recover with no ill effects.”

The king closed his eyes and pressed a fist to his forehead. The queen covered her nose and mouth with her hands and sobbed. They nearly collapsed into one another and embraced. Maestro backed away, giving them a small measure of privacy.

He approached me, leaned down, and asked softly, “Do you know my laboratory, boy?”

I nodded, and he nodded in reply. He rose, and as the king and queen quivered with relief, he retrieved the towel containing the appendix.

To the king, he said, “If it please Your Majesty, this lad will stand watch through the night and report to me in my laboratory every two hours. He will update me on the princess’ condition, and,” he said, turning his attention to me, “bring a mug of hot tea…with lemon…to me each time he does. And a constable should go and inform his mother where he is and what he will be doing.” I was startled at this turn of events, but relieved that I at least knew the location of the tea in the castle kitchens.

The king waved a heavily decorated hand, and the rings that signified his position sparkled. “Of course,” he said. “In truth, Maestro, at the moment I find myself agreeable to any desire you may have.”

The king started to move to shake Maestro’s hand, but he hesitated when he saw the blood that covered it. He grasped his shoulder warmly instead. “Thank you, Maestro,” he said. He glanced in my direction and asked in a quieter voice, “Who is the lad?”

Maestro looked me directly in the eye as he responded. “He is my new assistant, Your Majesty.”

And that was that.

My name is Brian Stone.

This is my story.
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