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			Part I - The Past

		

	
		
		

		
			Chapter 1

				About 100,000 years ago, two atoms of hydrogen deep in the interior of the star Sirius came together in a violent collision.  They hit head on, and they smashed into one another with such force that they became something else altogether:  a single atom of helium.  

				A part of the essence of what they had been before was carried away in the form of an enormously energetic gamma ray, and it sped away from the particles that had created it at the speed of light.

				But the gamma ray, like nearly all gamma rays, was born in a crowded neighborhood.  The center of a star is a very, very busy place, and the new gamma ray began to pinball through its surroundings.

				Imagine a running back, fast and strong.  He stands on a beach, ankle deep in the Atlantic Ocean, in  his cleats and yellow pants, black jersey and black helmet.  His quarterback stands next to him holding a football.  It is third down and 5.3 million yards to go, and it is the running back’s aim to get across America and to the Pacific Ocean.  

				Fortunately, the running back is young and powerful and energetic.  In fact, he is invincible;  he cannot fumble the football, and he cannot be tackled.

				But unfortunately, between the place where he stands and the West Coast, every human being who has lived in the history of Earth awaits him on defense.  The endless masses of people wear white cleats and jerseys, silver pants and helmets, and they too are invincible.  They cannot be knocked backwards, they cannot be run over, and they are packed nearly shoulder to shoulder in three point stances from sea to shining sea.

			 	George Washington is playing nose tackle and is lined up directly in front of the running back.  He spits off to one side, glares through his facemask, and says, “Not today, baby.”

				The quarterback looks to the running back, cringes a little bit, and shrugs.  “Better you than me,” he says as he hands off the football.  The running back nods to his friend, secures the ball in the crook of his left arm, and charges straight ahead.

				He collides with old George Washington and  bounces off of him and into another defender, and another, and another.  There are dozens of collisions between irresistible force and immoveable object, then hundreds, thousands, millions, more.  It takes the running back seven years of continuous hard running just to get off the beach.  

				He spends five thousand years struggling through Virginia and North Carolina, but he makes comparatively good time until he hits the Appalachian Mountains.  Running uphill into hordes of tacklers who are running downhill doesn’t work very well, and he is forced to make his way slowly to the southwest until he eventually finds easier running around Atlanta.

				He continues on through the south for fifteen thousand years, always hitting new defenders, and sometimes finishing a year further from his goal than when he started the year, but still he presses on.  River crossings are the worst.  It’s hard to get any momentum at all when he finds himself in the water.  It takes him ten thousand years just to get across the Mississippi, and that part of the trip takes a lot out of him.

				The running back spends twenty five thousand years fighting through the great expanses of Texas, which tires him out still further, but the toughest part of his run is still to come:  the Rocky Mountains.  He can’t go around them;  he has to go up and over.

			
			

				He struggles for forty thousand years, bouncing off a defender every second, until he finally reaches a summit near Albuquerque.  By that time, his level of enthusiasm is almost used up, but he has smoother sailing ahead.

				After the mountains, things are easier.  There are fewer opponents west of the Rockies, and the land is either downhill or relatively flat all the way to Santa Barbara, where he completes his 100,000 year run and arrives at the start of a new beach.

				The ray of light born deep within Sirius took a not dissimilar journey.  It spent tens of thousands of years colliding and being absorbed by and reemitted from atoms in its star’s interior radiative zone.  And like the running back, the ray grew tired.  Over time, it went from existing as a maximum-energy gamma ray to a high energy x-ray, and then it became a lower energy ultraviolet wave and then finally a ray of light in the visible spectrum.

				By the time it made its final quick trip through Sirius’ convective zone, the final “beach” if you will, it existed as blue light.  

				And then, after 100,000 years, like our running back who at long last evades the final tackle and splashes joyfully into the cool waters of the Pacific, the ray of light had a final collision and then headed out, free and  unencumbered, into the vacuum of space.  And when it got there, it experienced...

				Nothing.  Absolutely nothing.  A photon travelling unimpeded at the speed of light experiences nothing at all.  

				The principle problem is that it doesn’t have any time in which to have an experience.

				Einstein intuited time dilation long ago - the fact that relative to the rest of the universe, time would pass slowly for an object moving at close to the speed of light.  And the closer the object gets to the speed of light, the more time passes in the rest of the universe between the small hand ticking off another second on the clock.

				But what if you are travelling at 100.0% of the speed of light because you are light?  In that case, time dilation is infinite, and no time passes at all, whether you travel a distance of a million miles, or a trillion, or any number of orders of magnitude beyond that.

				When travelling at actual light speed, the universe doesn’t look like it does when a starship in a movie revs up its warp engines.  There are no streaky stars, no tunnels with oddball lighting, and no creepy or mysterious or beautiful fields to pass through;  it isn’t peaceful or scary, either one.  There isn’t even darkness.  There isn’t anything at all to perceive, because time isn’t passing.  Your experience is an utter blank until something slows  you down.

				After its hundred thousand year battle to escape from Sirius, the ray of light entered such a state, and it experienced no changes of any kind for eight and a half years.  And then something happened to it.  In a universe that is mostly empty space, orbital mechanics and velocities and angular orientation came together in exactly the right way to bring a planet directly into its path.  

				The ray of light zoomed through the planet’s atmosphere and towards a region in the center of a large landmass.  As it finished its journey, the most improbable thing in its existence occurred.  It came to a stop in the eye of a sentient creature who was crouching at the base of a locked door and glancing skyward in the middle of the night.  The ray of light stimulated the creature’s eye in a way that helped his mind to perceive Sirius as it had been eight and a half years before, and to score the star as having a pretty blue color.  

				Alan Franklin, a student who in due course would be known to all in the Realm as Maestro, stared into the night sky for a moment.  In spite of the stressful situation in which he found himself, he looked up at Sirius and smiled.

			
			

				There are three nights that have set me on entirely new paths in life.

				The first was when Carrie’s father died.  I didn’t kill him, but my relationship with Carrie ended as surely as if I had.  

				The most recent of the three was the night on the Potato when I met Andromeda.

				The one in the middle was the night of the Flower Moon during my freshman year at City University.    

			 	Before I was Andromeda’s husband or Junior’s father, before I knew Jack or Alexis or Banner or anyone born off world, and before I met anyone in the royal family, I was a lowly freshman at City University who had been tasked with a difficult assignment.

				My undertaking that night went completely off the rails, but as sometimes happens in life, I ended up with an opportunity that wouldn’t have come up if things had gone according to plan. 

			
			

				I was the 22nd Maestro of the Realm, but these days, I am a starship pilot with a skill set that is very rare, and my services are in considerable demand.  	

				My name is Alan Franklin.

				This is my story.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			 

				“I dinna ken how these tumblers work,” Bruce whispered to me.  In time, Bruce would become the Warden at the Realm’s principle prison, but on the night of the Flower Moon during our freshman year, he crouched in the bright and cheery moonlight and twisted a small tool inside a lock at the back door of one of the buildings that housed the faculty offices.  

				I was looking up at the dog star and admiring its blue-white brilliance, and I gave him a nonspecific response:  “Hmh.”

				“Alan!” he said in a sharp whisper.  I turned my  attention to him, and I could see that sweat was beginning to pop up on his brow.  “Oh, ah, yes?”

				“Are ye even payin’ attention?”  

				“Of course I’m paying attention.  Do you want me to...”

				“Wait!” Bruce’s eyebrows shot up.  He tilted his right ear very close to the lock and squinted and made tiny twisting motions with his thumb and forefinger.  He bit his lower lip as he worked, and I thought he had it, but after a moment he fumbled his little crooked wrench and quietly exclaimed, “Och!”

				I followed the tiny tinkling sound of the tool and found it on the ground.  “Let me try,” I whispered.

				“Aye, be my guest, but I canna believe you’ll do any better.”

				“We’ll see.”  I rummaged around in my backpack and pulled out an item I had borrowed from a medical student.  It was vaguely shaped like a letter “y”.  

				“What’s that?”  Bruce asked.

				“It’s a stethoscope,” I said.  I placed the earpieces into either ear.  

				“A stess-a-what?”

				“Stethoscope.  Doctors are starting to use them to listen to the sounds their patients make on the inside.”

				Bruce squinted.  “For what...never mind.  How does it help us here?”

			
			

				“Just wait,” I said.  I placed the end of the device just above the lock.  I inserted the little wrench into the keyhole and began to fiddle with it.

				As I used the end of the tool to touch each of the tiny metal pins deep inside the lock, I listened with the stethoscope.  The pins I needed to manipulate made a slightly deeper sound when I applied tiny amounts of pressure to them, and in the end, it wasn’t difficult to depress the three of them that mattered. 

				When I finished, I placed my hand on the metal lever that served as a doorknob and I was able to turn it ninety degrees.  The door opened with a tiny squeak.  “And Bob’s your uncle,” I said, borrowing a phrase from the pledge master who had put us up to our task.

				“Weel, now,” Bruce whispered with a grin.  We passed through the door, and I eased it shut behind us.  I put the stethoscope back into my bag and pulled out two glass tubes.  I twisted the top section of the first of them, and the rotation allowed the hydrogen peroxide that was in the top half to mix with the phenyl oxalate in the bottom half.  The tube gave off a green glow that was dim but which cast enough light to illuminate our path for a few feet ahead in the darkened hallway.  

				I handed the glowing tube to Bruce and activated the other one.  “Let’s get this done,” I said to my friend at low volume.

			
			

				“Aye,” he whispered.

				We crept through the familiar halls and up a staircase to the second floor as quietly as we could.  I led us to the third door on the left, and even though I knew we were in the right place, I held my glow stick up to the nameplate by the door and confirmed that it read, “Dr. Connors”.

				I started to get the stethoscope back out of my bag, but Bruce whispered, “He dinna lock it when he left his office hours today.”

				“No?”

				“No.”

				I tried the doorknob, and it turned under my hand.  I eased the door open.  Bruce and I walked through the doorway and entered the office.  We passed between the tall gaslamps that Professor Connors lit when he worked late.  My bag contacted one of the vent pipes that led from a gaslamp up to the ceiling and made a small clank, and both of us cringed at the noise.  We froze for a moment, and then continued our approach to the large desk in the center of the office.

				“What should we take?” I whispered.

				Bruce said, “The dog.  Then there willna be any doubt about whether we’ve finished the task.”

				I held my glowstick near the desk and located the pewter sheepdog.  The figure sat with his back legs  folded beneath him and his front legs extended as he surveyed whatever he saw in front of him, presumably sheep.  

				“Shouldn’t we take something less expensive?” I asked.  The truth was, I felt guilty at the thought of taking the dog because I had a notion that Professor Connors really liked it.

				“Och!” Bruce said.  “I’ll get it if ye havena got the guts, Alan.”

				“No, no.  I just wonder if...”

				I startled at the crisp small sound of a match striking.  I turned and saw a tiny flame in the center of the doorway behind me. 

				“Oh, God,” Bruce exclaimed.

				The little flame moved down and to the side.  I heard the tiny squeak of a knob turning and the quiet hiss of gas starting to flow.  The little flame moved near the sound of the hiss and became a dancing, nine inch tall column of fire that illuminated the room and Bruce and myself and the man in the doorway.

			 	“Gentlemen,” Professor Connors said.  It seemed like a statement more than a greeting, so I stayed silent.  Bruce, on the other hand, squeaked out, “I think we’re in tha wrong place.”

				Professor Connors ignored the statement, and he calmly started the gas flowing in the other lamp, touched  his match to it to start a new fire, and shook the match out.  With the second fire going, it was almost as bright in the room as it might have been on a very cloudy day, although the quality of the light was much different.	

				The professor moved past us, rounded his desk, and sat in the large leather chair behind it.  “Sit,” he said to us.  

				We both scrambled to locate and sit in two of the smaller chairs on the other side of the desk.  Bruce felt compelled to keep talking as he did so.

				“Professor I haveta apologize an’ I know this must look terrible bad to ye but tha truth is...”

				“Quiet,” Professor Connors said.  I learned then that a single word spoken softly but with authority could be far more effective at influencing the behavior of others than a screaming tirade filled with expletives and threats.  Bruce shut up immediately and sat in his chair.  He took in short shallow breaths as he tried not to panic and mostly failed.

				The professor looked back and forth at the two of us for a few moments, a dour expression on his face.  He placed his elbows on his desk and leaned forward.  He said to Bruce, “Will you accept any punishment I give you to avoid a formal disciplinary hearing?”

				Bruce nodded at least half a dozen times and spoke at a fast clip.  “Yes, sir, I will gladly do anythin’  required ta put this unfortunate misunderstanding behind us so...”  He stopped when Professor Connors held up a single finger.

				The professor turned to me.  “And what about you, Franklin?”  I’d had his geometry course in the fall term, and he knew my name, which made everything worse, somehow.  I repeated his question back to him.  “Will I accept any punishment you...assign?”

				“Yes.”

				I thought about that for a moment, and then asked, “Any punishment?”

				“Alan!” Bruce whispered.

				“Yes,” the professor said.

				There wasn’t anything that I specifically thought of and feared, but giving someone carte blanche, as my French professor would call it, didn’t seem like a good idea.  “No,” I heard myself say.

				“Alan!” Bruce hissed at me that time.

				“Mmm,” Professor Connors said.  After a moment, he turned back to Bruce and said, “You.  Go home.”

				Bruce didn’t seem sure what to make of the command.  “Ah...am I to be...”

				“Now.”  

				It was the second time in a minute that a single quiet word had more force than far more energetic forms  of expression.  Bruce rose to his feet and scampered from the office.  I could hear him break into a run when he reached the hall.

				Professor Connors turned his attention back to me.  “I would say it’s nice to see you again, Franklin, but under the circumstances, I believe I’ll just acknowledge that I am seeing you again.”

				I swallowed.  “Yes, sir.”

				He looked at me from beneath a late middle aged man’s heavy and unruly eyebrows.  After a moment, he leaned back in his chair and said, “You have three things in your favor at the moment.  It seems to me like a student who had the highest scores in my course last semester ought to be able to name all of them.”  He paused and then added, “And the good grade is not one of the three things.”

				I was pretty certain that he was weighing whether to refer me for discipline, and that my answers would probably determine whether both Bruce and I had good prospects for continuing our studies.

				I went with the obvious one first.  “I didn’t lie and claim to be in the wrong office.”

				“Mmm-hmm.  That’s one of them.  Claiming confusion might work for a lad of eight, but not one of eighteen.  What else?”

				I said, “And...I didn’t agree to accept a punishment  that hadn’t been named.”

				“Yes.  And that’s a big one, by the way.  You should never in your life place yourself voluntarily into someone else’s complete power in that kind of way.  Ever.  It is good that you intuited that.”

				I nodded at the unexpected compliment, but I didn’t say anything.

				“You are two thirds of the way there,” Professor Connors prompted.

				I didn’t have a third thing.  The wheels in my mind spun and generated the beginnings of notions, but none of them came together into a concrete thought.  I could see the professor growing impatient, and I resolved to say something in the next few seconds, even if it wasn’t likely to be the answer he was looking for.

				My eyes started to dart around. I noticed the pewter sheepdog on his desk and I decided to build a guess around that.  “I didn’t want to take the little dog?” I said, almost wincing as I did.

				The unkempt eyebrows rose up.  “Yes,” Professor Connors said.  “That’s right.  He has been with me a long time, and I am fond of him.”  Then he surprised me by saying, “I call him Roger, don’t ask me why.”

				“Oh,” I said.  “So, um, are you...”

				“Going to refer you and your less insightful friend for discipline?  No.  You have passed my pop quiz,  and in addition to that, I am not without understanding of why you are here.”

				“You aren’t?” I asked, relieved that I probably wasn’t about to be thrown out of school, but still wary.

				“No.  The Association of the Bard is not a new organization.  It is possible that I myself was a pledge once upon a time.”

				“You?” I asked.  As soon as I said it, I knew I should have expressed less disbelief, but the professor didn’t seem angry.

				“Is it so hard to believe that a professor of geometry with a serious classroom demeanor was once interested in social gatherings and poetry and mingling with the young ladies?”

				“Um...” I felt like honesty had gotten me a long way that night, and I was reluctant to tell even a little white lie.  “Kind of?” I said.

				“And your streak of truthful answers continues,” Professor Connors said.  “Now, the question remains:  if you don’t take Roger, what will you bring back that will satisfy your pledge master that you have in fact broken into my office?”

				My eyes went wide.  I definitely had not expected that I might still be able to complete my task.  “I, ah...perhaps a pen?”

				“Come now, Mr. Franklin, a pen might be from  anywhere.  He’ll never accept that.”  He looked around for a moment, leaned forward, and picked up one of the frames on his desk.  “This would be a better choice, don’t you think?”

				The frame held a sketch of an older woman with severely upturned eyebrows and a look of barely contained outrage upon her face.  She looked like an owl with digestive difficulties.  In fact, she looked like someone who, if she heard a noise directly behind her, might rotate her head a full hundred and eighty degrees and have a look at it.  “Oh,” I said, desperate to keep a neutral expression.  “And this is...”

				“My aunt,” he said.

				“I see.  And, you’d like for me to take the sketch of her?”

				“She haunts me,” Professor Connors said.  “She watches over me every day, and I can see the dissatisfaction upon her face.”

				“Oh,” I said.  “Well, then...why haven’t you put the frame away, sir?”

				“Because on the day she brought it to me, on her return trip home...she died.”

				“Oh,” I said again.  I really didn’t know what else I might say.

				“She placed it on my desk herself.  Her last act on Earth, nearly, was to bring me this drawing, and I can’t  seem to make myself move it or dispose of it.”

				“I see.”

				“However, if someone else were to remove it, well, that person would be doing me a service that might balance out any ill feelings I have about an invasion of my office.”  He held out the frame.

				I took it in hand and placed it in my bag.  “Consider it done, sir,” I said.

				“Mmm.”  He tilted his head to me in some kind of small acknowledgement, and then he said, “It’s time for you to go as well, Franklin.”

				“Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir.”  I stood and made for the door.  And I knew that I should count my blessings and leave directly, but I couldn’t resist one more question.  I turned and asked, “What did you take when you were a pledge, professor?”

				He smiled at me a little bit and his eyes unfocused as he accessed a very old memory.  “I relieved Professor Sanger of one of his cigars.  No one else had the ones with the green cigar bands.”

				Sanger?  I thought.  “Wait, Provost Sanger?!”

				Professor Connors nodded.  “He was a professor of philosophy then, with many promotions in his future.”

				“Wow,” I said in genuine surprise.  “Did you return it after you showed the pledge master?” I asked.

				“What?” Professor Connors asked, wrinkling his  nose a little bit.  “No, of course not.  I smoked it.”

				“Ah,” I said.  I had more questions, but the survival part of my brain kicked in and insisted that I not press my luck any further.  I turned to leave, but Professor Connors stopped me.  

				“Franklin?”

				“Yes, sir?”

				“Return at three o’clock tomorrow afternoon.  There may be a job coming open that will be a good fit for you.  If it materializes, we should discuss it.”

				“For me, sir?”

				“Yes.  I will likely be called upon to make a recommendation soon, and the student I had been  considering...I find I trust an honest burglar more than a lad who is clever at hiding his motives in all things.  Three o’clock.  Don’t be late.”

				“Yes, sir,” I said.  “Goodnight, sir.” 

				“Goodnight, Franklin,” he replied.

				Two minutes later, I was crossing the quad in the light of the Flower Moon and on my way to show my pledge master what I had acquired.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

				“Holy crap!  You’ve stolen a picture of his...mother?!”  My pledge master Duncan looked astonished.

				“Aye, Pledge Master,” Bruce said.  I had found Bruce before I returned to the House of the Bard and filled him in on the acquisition, and also on the fact that we would not be disciplined.  “Ye said we hadta get somethin’ unique from his office that couldna be from somewhere else.”

			
			

				“Riiight,” our pledge master said.  I could tell that he was trying to keep up the demeanor of a fearless upperclassman even while he worried that Professor Connors might be very angry about this particular theft and demand an investigation.  Duncan didn’t like loose ends that might lead to problems.  He still doesn’t, and that makes him a good Archivist.  He takes comfort in being surrounded by his orderly collection of books that never change or cause conflict and which certainly never launch an investigation.

				I could have let him know that the sketch was of an aunt that the professor was not fond of, but I found that I liked seeing him rattled.  I also liked appearing to be more daring than I actually was.  People care about things like that when they’re eighteen. 

				“Well,” Duncan said, “the two of you have definitely accomplished your mission.”  He shook his head.  “You know, most people take something that probably won’t be missed.” 

				I just shrugged, and Bruce copied me.  “So are we in?” Bruce asked.

				Duncan said, “Mmm?  Oh, yes.  Well, subject to none of the actives objecting, but none of them will.  You’re both in good shape, I’d say.”

				“Ah!” Bruce said.  He looked like a much younger boy.  His father and grandfather had been in the  Association of the Bard, and he felt more pressure than I did to become a full member.

				A pledge named Morris came into the House.  His face was flushed, and his expression triumphant.  He had a coffee mug in hand. 

				To us, Duncan said, “I’ll see you at the meeting tomorrow night.”  He then turned his attention to the newcomer.  “That mug had better be monogrammed, pledge!”

				“It’s better than monogrammed, Pledge Master!” Morris replied.

				Bruce and I headed for the exit.  Morris said, “The mug has got her lipstick on it in two places, just look!”

				Duncan said, “Rubbish!  You’ve had your sister sip tea from a store-bought mug you coward!”

				“What?!  Who else but the Chancellor’s secretary wears lipstick this color, then?”

				“So you’ve had your sister visit the same shop in the Merchant’s Quarter where the secretary buys her lipstick!”

				“Now hold on just one minute, Pledge Master, I’ve taken great personal risk this night and I’ll swear an oath that the mug in your hand...”

				Bruce and I passed through the door, and it closed behind us and cut off the rest of the exchange.  

			
			

				My dorm and Bruce’s were in opposite directions.  He and I exchanged a grin.  “All’s well that ends well,” I said.

				“Aye, so ‘tis,” Bruce agreed.  He extended a hand, and I shook it.  “I’ll see ya at the meetin’ tomorrow, then.”

				“Yep.  Seeya, Bruce.”

				“So long, Alan.”

				I didn’t see Bruce for a little while.  I never did get to that meeting.

				I headed for my dorm, but I went out of my way so that I could swing by the campus post office.  The main office had been closed for hours, but they never locked the door that opened onto the endless rows of personal mailboxes.  I checked mine every day, and I hadn’t had a chance to look inside earlier.

				I took my glowstick from my bag and saw that it had dimmed significantly.  I shook it up, and it brightened enough for my purpose.  I entered the long hallway and walked down it until I came to my box on the bottom row.  I inserted my small brass key into the lock by the number 627.  My heart rate sped up in anticipation, even though I only got a treasure about 3% of the time.  Carrie wrote me a letter about once a month;  I didn’t really care about anything else that ever arrived.

				When I opened the little door, I got the thrill of seeing a single envelope of the right size resting along  the diagonal of the box.  I retrieved it and held my glowstick to it, and I saw the wonderful red postmark that the Dixies used.  Below it, my own name was written in Carrie’s swooping script above “City University #627” and, on the final line, “Central District, The Realm”.  

				I read the return address as well.  “Carrie Snow, Auburn University #1554, Alabama District, Dixie Republic,” it said.  I locked my mailbox door and walked at a fast clip back down the hallway and returned to the outside.  

				There were several gaslamps in the quad that burned all night, and I headed for one that had a bench beneath it.  I sat down and opened my envelope, careful not to tear any more than was absolutely necessary to get to the letter inside.  In the light of the gaslamp and the Flower Moon, I began to read.

				“Dear Alan,” the letter began.  I was distracted from the text for a moment by a cartoony sketch of an improbably large football stadium at the top right of the page.  There was a little sign in the foreground with “War Eagle!!” and the number 185 on it and some scribbles below the number.  I smiled at the drawing;  Carrie often made cartoony sketches of her surroundings.

				I started the letter again. 

			
			

				“Dear Alan,

				“The sun has just moved enough to place me in the Stadium’s shadow.  It’s been too warm all day, but it’s real comfortable now.

				“I should’ve made the sign in my drawing bigger – that thing is huge.  They put it up this week, and it counts down the days until Texas comes to town to play us in football this fall.  

				“There’s a rumor that if you aren’t a student or a professor, a ticket to that game will cost a gold Crown, but I don’t believe it.  I know we haven’t played against the Republic since before the Kinetic War, but still, that just seems crazy.

				“My classes are interesting this semester.  My history professor is great, and she really liked my last paper.  I’m thinking I might change my major to history, but I haven’t decided about that yet.  

				“My aunt is well, and she and I still get along easy.  She’d been living alone since the last of my cousins graduated, and I think she likes my company.

				“I know you wanted to know if I’m going to come home this summer.  I do miss the Ozarks, and it would be good to see Mother and Margaret.  And you, if you’re home.”

				I stopped and reread the last sentence about ten times and tried to figure out all of its implications.  I  resolved to take steps to ensure that I had the funds to travel home at a moment’s notice at any time throughout the summer.  I returned to the letter.

				“I don’t know when I’ll be able to make the trip exactly, but my aunt will maybe want to visit Mother sometime if I bring it up to her.

				“The clock tower just struck 3:30, so I have to go.  I have a seminar at 4:00, and I want to have time to stop at the caf before it starts.  Let me know how things are going in the City.  Are you an active in the Association yet?  I hope that worked out.

				“So long for now.”

				She signed the letter “XOXO, Carrie”.  I longed for the day she would sign one of them, “Love, Carrie,” but overall, the letter was very positive, and I went home happy.

				The next day, I reported to Professor Connors’ office promptly at 3:00.  I had already been very interested in the opportunity that he had mentioned the night before.  I was doubly interested now that I had a desire to lay in a supply of travelling funds.

				I knocked on his door, and he said, “Enter.”  The first thing I saw was that the frame that held the sketch of his aunt was back on his desk in its regular position.

			
			

				“Hello, Mr. Franklin,” he said.

				“Sir,” I said.  I took the same chair I had occupied the night before.  I tried not to look at the frame, but I couldn’t help myself.

				“I see you notice that my aunt has been returned,” he said.

				“I...yes, sir.”  I began to worry.  I didn’t want the man who had decided not to turn me in for discipline and who might have a job for me to be displeased, but I saw no obvious way to help with that.  “How, um...how did it find its way back?”  I asked to fill the silence.

				“Duncan Bradshaw brought it to me this morning.”

				“Ah.”

				“I believe he is your pledge master.”

				“Um...yes.  But I certainly didn’t expect for him to return it.”

				“I know.”

				“How, ah...how did he explain it?”

				“He said that he found it near a tree by the old gymnasium, and he speculated that it might have been dropped.  He claimed to remember it from his visits to my office hours when he was a freshman.”

				“Ah.  And do you...want me to take it again?  Sir?”

				“No.”  Professor Connors looked at the drawing  of his aunt.  “No, she wants to be here.  If I have you abscond with it again, it will only find its way back through some unlikely series of events.”  

				That sounded crazy to me at first, but then I looked again at the picture.  The aunt’s owlish eyebrows seemed even more arched than usual, and I got the feeling that Professor Connors might be correct after all.

				“If I am being truthful, though, I am glad Mr. Bradshaw stopped by, because he also had this.”  Professor Connors reached into a desk drawer and he retrieved the plain mug with two lipstick smears that my pledge brother Morris had brought to the House of the Bard the night before.

				Professor Connors said, “I commented on the lipstick and asked him about the mug, and he said that he was bringing it to a friend.  I asked him what his friend’s name was.”

				“Oh?  What did he say?”

				“He looked me right in the eye and said that he was bringing it to Bergladys.”

				“Bergladys?!”

				“Mmm.  I can only assume he was initially going to claim it belonged to ‘Bernice’ or ‘Bernadette’, and that he worried at the last second that there might be no one enrolled at the university by his first choice of invented name and so he pivoted to ‘Gladys’.  But he pivoted... too...late.”

				I worked hard to keep from laughing.  “Well, what did you say?” I asked.

				Professor Connors got a twinkle in his eye.  “I looked him right in the eye and said that he was in luck, because I had Bergladys in my trigonometry class in half an hour, and if he left the mug with me, I would make sure that she got it.”

				I burst out laughing.  I couldn’t help it.  To my relief, the professor started chuckling himself.  “It seems to me,” he said, “that a young man who is such an absolutely terrible liar deserves to sweat a bit, yes?”

				“I can’t disagree with that, sir.” I said, still laughing.

				“Yes.  But anyway.  It clearly belongs to the Chancellor’s executive secretary.  And to share a secret, I’ve been trying and failing to come up with a plausible reason to talk to her for months.”

				“You have?”

				“I have.  I’m a widower, you know.”

			
			

				“Oh, um...no.  I didn’t know.”

				“Well I am, and I have been for five years.  And she is a widow.  I find her interesting, but I find myself no better at chatting up someone I don’t know than I was when I was a schoolboy.  But this Bergladys nonsense gives me a reason to speak with her, and an amusing story to tell...maybe it will lead to something.  You never know.”

				“I guess not,” I said.  “I, ah, I hope that goes well, sir.”

				“Thank you.”  He placed the mug back in his drawer and leaned back in his chair.  “But you’re not here about any of that.  So to pick up where we left off last night.  You’re in luck.  The job has come open.  You are currently the only candidate.  Let me tell you about it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

				Professor Connors said, “There is a seven year  old boy who is having difficulty reading.  The job would require you to help him.”

				“Oh.”  It wasn’t what I had expected at all.  I had assumed the work would involve mathematics.  “I, ah, I’m not sure how I’d go about...”

				“It pays eight marks a week.”

				Eight!  I thought.  I could save enough for a coach ride home in a fortnight, and then...I wasn’t sure exactly how a growing pile of cash reserves could help me get back together with Carrie, but I had a sense that it couldn’t hurt.  “Is the boy unable to read at all?”

				“The lad can read the words fine.  He stammers.  His father would like someone to work with him on that.”

				“Huh,” I said.  I knew a kid named Scott back in the Ozarks who stammered.  Except sometimes he didn’t.  I tried to remember when he didn’t.

				“Franklin?”  I realized I had been thinking about Scott for long enough to bring the conversation to a halt.

				“Yes, sir.  I don’t know if I can help him, but I’d like to try.”  I had the beginnings of an idea.

				“It may be challenging work;  the lad is growing increasingly hostile to his sessions.  His last four tutors have resigned.  His father has asked me to identify someone who can try something new, and you’re it.”

				“I see.”  I tried to imagine a boy who could get  a series of people to quit a job that paid eight marks a week.  “When would the job start?”

				“At four o’clock.”

				“Today?”

				Professor Connors nodded.  “Does that pose a problem?”

				I thought of the meeting of the Association that I might miss and said, “No, sir.  Just tell me where to report.”

				“Very good.  Report to the castle by 3:45.  The boy’s father will want to speak with you for a moment before you begin.”  Professor Connors slid an envelope closed with a traditional wax seal across his desk to me.  “This will get you to him.”

				I took the letter in hand.  “Alright.  And who will I be looking for?”  I assumed that it would be one of the scribes or Constables or other people who worked for the Crown, but my analysis was way off.  If I had thought about it a little more, I would have realized that there was only one child who would be at the castle.

				“You will be looking for King Paulius.”

				My eyes went wide, and I couldn’t manage to say anything at all until I said, “How do you know...”

				“The king?”  Professor Connors smiled.  “Even kings have childhood friends, Mr. Franklin.  My father was the High Constable once upon a time.  It was natural  for His Majesty and I to play together when we were boys.”

				“I see.”

				“And when one has a problem that proves to be persistent, it is only human nature to call upon old friends for help and advice, regardless of one’s station in life.”

				I nodded a little bit.  “Are you sure I’m the right person to send over?” I asked.

				“No,” Professor Connors said.  “But I think you might be.  You are very intelligent, I know that from my geometry course.  And you’re honest, despite the fact that you broke into my office last night.  You understand why this sketch of my aunt bothers me, and also why I can’t do anything about it, so your insight into what makes people tick is far above average.  I’m placing my bet that you’ll be able to do a satisfactory job with His Highness.”

				“I...yes.”  My start of an idea was becoming more concrete.  “I think I might.  Thank you, sir.”

				The professor nodded to me.  “Excellent.  But don’t be late.  His Majesty has no tolerance for tardiness.”

				“Yes, sir.  Thank you for the opportunity, sir.”  I stood and prepared to leave.  “One thing, professor.”

				“Mmm?”

				“Does the prince like football?”

			
			

				Professor Connors screwed up his face.  “I think all seven year old boys like football.  Don’t they?”  He answered as if I had asked him if water is wet.

				“Right.  I’ll give you a report tomorrow on my progress, sir.”

				“I look forward to it, Mr. Franklin.”

				I stopped by my dorm room for about fifteen minutes.  I started by washing my hands and face in my basin, and then changing into my best clothes and shoes.  They weren’t exactly formal, but they were well made and they were clean.  I brushed through my hair, and then moved to my desk chair.

				I sat and took a long wooden box that was about three inches thick out from under my bed.  I removed the box’s lid, flipped it over, and set it on my desk.  I took a quill with a wide tip in hand, and in my best handwriting I wrote out City University’s best known cheer.

				Below that, I added a second verse that I had invented on the way back to my dorm room.  I set the lid aside to let the ink dry for a few minutes.

				While it was drying, I rummaged through my desk drawer.  It was a mess, and at first I thought the items I sought weren’t in there, but then I found them.  I pulled a pair of wooden dice from the drawer.

			
			

				I rolled them on my desktop to make sure they still worked.  My first roll came up as a pair of ones, as did the second, as did the third.  Long ago, I had drilled holes in them and installed tiny weights before carefully sanding everything over and painting between one and six dots on each of the sides.  I smiled and put the loaded dice in my pocket.  

				I touched the text of the university’s cheer with blotting paper and found that the ink had dried.  I put the lid back on the box, took the box in hand, and headed for the castle.       

				When I got back outside, the hands on the university’s clock tower stood at 3:30, and I was glad the castle was only half a mile away.  I walked at a good pace and got there in less than ten minutes.

				I presented my letter to a man-at-arms at the main drawbridge, and he escorted me to a Constable who opened the letter, read it, and brought me to a chair at the side of a very wide and very long hallway.  “Wait here,” he said.  He passed through a door with the letter and left me alone.

				That hall had a wider assortment of beautiful things than was contained in the entire township I grew up in.  The paintings upon the walls were finer than any I had seen in person, and even the frames that surrounded them looked like works of art to my eye.  

			
			

				Cabinets that were an elaborate blend of glass and perfectly polished wood stood along the far wall and held their own treasures:  pottery and carvings, painted china and glassware, gemstones and artifacts.

				Behind a very thick panel of glass I saw a sword, and even though the Constable had told me to wait in the chair, I stood.  My feet seemed to move on their own towards the sword, and before I knew it I stood in front of it.

				I didn’t need to read the placard underneath to know what it was, but I read it anyway.  

			“Liberator” – Carried by Good King John at the Battle of the Founding – 1 R.E.

				I placed the fingertips of my right hand lightly upon the glass.  I felt almost compelled to get as close as I could to the most well-known item in the Realm.  I looked at its golden inlays and razor sharp edges, and I imagined myself wielding the sword in battle and striking at enemies in the Society and protecting Carrie from attacking forces.

				I don’t know how long I stood there, but I suspect it was a long time.  I was eventually brought out of my daydream by the sound of a door opening.

			
			

				I looked back to the chair I was supposed to be occupying, and it seemed an impossible distance away.  The Constable returned to the hallway, and I stood as straight as if my spine had been made from a single rod of steel and hoped that would be sufficient to keep me from being in too much trouble.  	

				King Paulius emerged into the hallway.  He spotted me and walked my way.  I felt sweat break out on my forehead and upper lip and on the palms of my hands.

				The king arrived at my side.  “Randy has sent you,” he said.

				I wasn’t sure what to say at first, but then I remembered that Professor Connors’ name was Randolph, and I said, “Yes, sir.  Sire.  Your Majesty.”

				“Walk with me,” King Paulius said.  I of course fell in step with him.  

				He looked at the wooden box I carried.  “What have you got in the box?”

				“A game, Your Majesty.”

				“Most tutors bring books,” he observed.  “Is it some sort of reading game?”

				“Only indirectly,” I admitted.  “But I think it will help.”

				“Mmm.  Well, you can’t do any worse than the last tutor, that’s certain.  Did your professor tell you of  your goal?”

				“Um...generally, but not specifically, Sire.”

				King Paulius stopped, and I stopped as well.  He faced me and lowered his voice.  He said, “Harold simply must stop his habit of letting words trip him up before it becomes too ingrained.”  I was pretty sure that habit had nothing to do with it, but I certainly didn’t correct the king.  He continued.

			 	“Harold will spend much of his adult life – perhaps all of his adult life – reading aloud from notes prepared by an army of assistants.  A king can’t remember every name, or every organization, or every detail of every policy.  But he still must make speeches and read proclamations and otherwise make appearances that matter to people.  It is important to his own happiness, but also to the Realm, that he be able to make smooth remarks on a regular basis.  That’s the key thing.  Now.  What qualifications have you?”

				I thought of various nonsense I might say, but I stuck with the truth.  “None, Your Majesty.”

				The king looked me over, and the weight of his assessment was almost tangible.  Whatever he saw or failed to see, he didn’t fire me on the spot.  He resumed walking.

				“Well,” he said, “if Randy says you are the one to help us, I’ll give it a shot.  You will work with Harold  every day at this same time, except for Sundays.  After your shift on Saturday, report to the bursar’s office on the south wing of the second floor and draw your wages for the week.  You will continue until it is clear that you are making no progress, or until Harold’s skill in reading aloud is much improved.  Do you have questions?”  He stopped at an elaborate double door.

				“No, Sire.”

			
			

				“Very well.”  He opened one of the doors, and I saw a large space beyond it with a fireplace at either end.  The room was dominated by an enormous tapestry that featured Good King John in the snow surrounded by his army.  The king led me a few paces into the room.  “Harold likes this place.  You will work with him here.  Good luck.”  He turned to leave.

				I looked around for the prince, but I saw no one else in the room.  I asked the king, “Will His Highness...come meet me?”

				Over his shoulder, King Paulius said, “He is already here.”  He passed through the door and closed it behind him.

				I looked around the room a second time, and I was starting to think that the king was mistaken, but then, in the six inch gap between the bottom of the tapestry and the ground, I saw a pair of small brown shoes and a pair of white socks pushed down to the ankles.

			
			

				A muffled voice came from behind the tapestry.  It said, “I don’t know why they keep sending more of you.  I’m very bad at reading.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

				I spoke to the part of the tapestry that had feet.  “Well, I don’t know anything about that, but I’m not here to read with you.”

				The tapestry seemed to consider that for a moment, and then it said, “Why are you here, then?”

				“I’m here to play football.”

				The feet moved about, and a small face that was turned sideways peeked out from near where the feet had been.  “Where are we going to play?”

				“Right here.  In this room.”

				The face seemed suspicious.  “We’ll get into trouble.”

				“I assure you that we will not.  Come and see.”  There was a long, low-backed couch in the room in those days so that visitors could sit and study the tapestry.  I sat on it and placed my wooden box on the coffee table that sat in front of the couch.  I opened the box and started to set up its contents.  

				I heard a rustling, and when I looked up I saw Prince Harold standing just in front of the tapestry.   “Where’s the football?” he asked.

				“I don’t have one.”

				The prince tilted his head.  “Then how are we going to play?”

				“There’s more than one way to play football,” I said.  I continued my set up.

				I was proud of my game.  I had created it a few years before as a project in my woodworking class in secondary school back home.  It featured a wooden board that was mostly painted green.  The green was divided every two inches by a clean white stripe that was labeled “10” or “20”, or whatever yard line it was supposed to be.

				The last two inches to the left were painted a bright red overlaid with white block letters that read, “City University.”  The last two inches to the right were painted a pale sky blue overlaid with navy blue block letters that read, “Yarmouth State”.

				I had drilled a row of small holes spaced one inch apart down the center of the field.  They were neatly done, and my woodworking teacher had complimented them.  I found the wooden peg in the box and placed it into the hole on the twenty yard line on the right side of the board.  

				I also fished out both of the little “H” shapes I had made from short lengths of small diameter dowels.   I snugged each of them into a pair of drilled holes at the back of each end zone.  They didn’t serve any function in the game, but the whole thing looked better with goal posts, I thought.

				Prince Harold walked slowly towards the coffee table and took it all in.  He seemed to like what he saw.  “Where did you get this?”

				“I made it.”

				He mouthed the word “wow” but didn’t say it.  He knelt on the other side of the coffee table and got a closer look.  “How do you play?” he asked.

				I collected five wooden dice from the box and placed them on the table.  I explained what each was for.

				“This one is for running plays.”  I showed the sides, which were marked +15, +10, +5, 0, -5, and ‘?’.  “The numbers are how many yards your halfback got on the play.  The question mark side means he didn’t get any yards, and that he might have fumbled.”

				I picked up the next die.  “You roll this one if you want to call a passing play.”  Its sides read +20, +10, +5, 0, -10, and ‘?’.  “Same thing on the yards, and the one with the question mark on this one means your quarterback might have thrown an interception.”

				I picked up the next die and showed Prince Harold that it had four blank sides and two that were marked with an “x”.  “If you get a question mark, then  you have to roll this one.  An x means that you fumbled or threw an interception, and the other player gets the ball.”

				“Ah,” he said.  “What about field goals?”

				I picked up the last two dice, and they were marked in a normal configuration.  “The regular dice are for all the kicking.  If you want to punt, you multiply whatever you roll by five.  

				“If you want to try a field goal, you have to roll a three or higher if you kick from the five yard line, four or higher from the ten yard line, and so on.   You can’t try a field goal from further away than the fifty yard line, and you have to roll a twelve to make one from there.  For extra points you just need a three or above.  Now, which team do you want to be?”

				“City,” he said.

				“Alright, then that makes me Yarmouth.”  I reached into the box and grabbed the last things in there – a notepad and a pencil – and put the lid back on top.  “A game lasts a hundred plays.  It’s your ball.  First and ten.”

				Prince Harold surveyed the dice and the board.  He looked up at me, and I nodded.

				He picked up the dice for running and passing, considered them, and put the one for passing back on the table.  “We’re going to run the ball.”

			
			

				“Alright.”

				He rolled a +5.  “Now what?” he asked.

				“Move the peg up five yards.”

				He took the peg in hand and tentatively moved it over the hole between the twenty and thirty yard lines.  “Here?”

				“Right.”

				He snugged the peg into the hole, and I made a tick mark on the page with the pencil.  “99 plays left in the game,” I said.

				Prince Harold smiled and rolled again.  For the next several plays, he only had questions and comments about the game, but then he asked, “What’s your name?”

				“Alan.”

				“OK,” he said.

				“And I already know your name.”

				He looked up with a smile that was a little bit sad.  “But you can’t call me that.”

				“Why not?” I asked.

				He wrinkled his nose.  “Don’t you have to call me ‘Your Highness’?”

				“Do you want me to call you Your Highness?”

				He looked off to the side.  After a moment, he said, “No.”

				I nodded.  “OK, then.  What would you like for me to call you?”

			
			

				He paused for a moment as if he were contemplating whether my question was allowed, and then, quietly, he said, “Harold.”

				“Alright, Harold.”

				We played the game.  After a few minutes, Prince Harold was animated and cheered as if he were at a real game.  

				He struck first with a field goal and then a touchdown, and I answered with a touchdown.  At halftime, which happened after fifty rolls, he was ahead 10 to 7.  He stood and paced around on his side of the coffee table.  “Can I go to the bathroom before the second half?”

				“I think that’s mostly what halftime is for,” I answered.

				He smiled and ran to the door I had entered, passed through it, and disappeared for a few minutes.  

				A Constable peeked into the room for a moment, presumably to see what the animated discussion might have been about.  I pointed to the gameboard and said, “We’re learning through football.”

				He pursed his lips for a moment, then shrugged and turned back towards the hallway.

				While the prince was gone, I stood and walked closer to the tapestry.  I have come to love it as a masterwork of historical significance to the Realm, but  that first time I mostly just wanted to find my ancestor.

				The faces of the Great Knights had not been rendered in too much detail, but from the couch, I thought I had spotted Gregor the Bold standing between two of the other Great Knights.  

				When I got up to the tapestry, I knew for sure.  From up close, I could see that a telltale red feather tucked into his armband had been created with a handful of stitches.  

				I heard the door open and close behind me, and then small footsteps.  “You like it, too,” Prince Harold said.

				“Mmm.  It’s hard not to.”  I pointed to the figures around Good King John.  “I’m descended from one of them, you know.”

				“Really?  Which one?”

				“Gregor the Bold.”

				“With the feather!”

				“Just so.”

				“Why’d he always wear that feather?”

				I said, “My grandfather once said that he thought Gregor wore it for luck, but I’m not sure if anyone knows.  It’s been a long time.”

				“Yeah.  So...do you want to start the second half?”

				I was glad the prince retained his enthusiasm for  the game.  “Yep.  Let’s go.”  We returned to our places.  Prince Harold paused long enough to grab a throw pillow from a chair, and he knelt upon it when he got back to his side of the coffee table.

				It was a tight second half, and the prince was even more animated than he had been before.  He shouted, “Fumble!” when I lost the ball, and then “Ahh!” when I scored another touchdown to pull ahead later.

				He jumped in the air and did a little dance when he made a field goal to pull to within a point, and then had a much more enthusiastic dance when he made another field goal to take a 16 to 14 lead late in the game. 

				He fell silent and rocked back and forth as I had the ball on the 93rd play, and the 94th, and the 95th.  I was hoping that I’d lose, but the whole point of using dice in games is to take control away from the players, and I took what the dice gave me.  I rolled and marched the peg down the field, and Prince Harold took over making tick marks on the paper.  

				He grimaced when I gained yards and said a quiet but intense “Yes!” when I didn’t.  For the 100th play, the peg stood on the 20 yard line.

				“This is it,” I said.  “You’re up two points.  It’s the last play.”

				“What are you going to do?” Harold asked.

				“Try a field goal,” I said.

			
			

				The prince frowned.  “What do you need to roll to make it from there?”

				“A six or higher.”

				He clearly didn’t like those odds, but he set his jaw and said, “We’ll block it.”

				I nodded.  “You might at that.”

				I reached into my pocket with my left hand and retrieved my special dice at the same time that I picked up the pair of regular dice from the table with my right hand.  I made a big show of holding my hands near each other and being dramatic.  “There’s the snap!” I said.  Prince Harold stood up and shuffled around in place.

				I opened my left hand and showed the dice, and I moved my right hand casually to my side.  “The kick is up!” I said as I rolled.  To my eye, the dice wobbled a tiny bit as they tumbled, but I knew how they worked, and I was sure it wouldn’t be noticeable to a child who had never considered the concept of loaded dice.

				The little weights did their jobs.  The dice both came to rest with a single pip facing up.

				“IT’S BLOCKED!!” Prince Harold shouted.  “CITY WINS!!”  He started to do a sort of victory march, and then he started saying the City University cheer at high volume.  

				“Let’s go RED!!  Let’s go WHITE!! Let’s go Ci-ty, fight, fight, fight!!”

			
			

				When he finished the rhyme, I clapped and said, in my own animated voice, “You’ve only said half the cheer!”

				He looked at me with a giddy expression and asked, “What’s the other half?”

				“It’s written right under the box top!”

				Prince Harold took two great steps and slid on his knees and flipped the lid upside down.  His eyes started to move rapidly back and forth, and he chanted out, “Let’s go WHITE!  Let’s go RED!  Push ‘em back!  Push ‘em back!  Put ‘em all to bed!!” and he rolled on his back and laughed with undiluted glee as only a child can.

				In the middle of his celebration, I returned the regular dice to the table and pocketed the loaded dice.

				Prince Harold lay on his back on the floor and spread his arms wide and said, “I did it!”

				“You did,” I agreed.

				“I won!”

				“Just so.  You know what else you did?”

				He looked up at me.  “What?”

				“You read aloud and didn’t stammer a single time.”

				Prince Harold sat up.  His lips came together and his brow knitted as he considered my last statement.  “That’s not right.  I was just saying a cheer.”

				“You looked at the words and then you said  them.  That’s reading aloud, Harold.”

				He tilted his head.  “No.  I’m bad at reading.  I must have heard them somewhere before and just remembered them.”

				I shook my head.  “Nope.  That’s impossible.”

				“Why’s it impossible?  I’ve been to games with Father and I’m sure I heard it there.”

			
			

				“There is no second verse.  I made it up before I came over here.  You read something new, and you said it aloud, and you did it well.”

				He blinked a few times, and then he smiled again, but this time it was shy and not jubilant.  “Well, I mean...”

				“You mean?”

				“I mean I can’t read proclamations out like a football cheer when I’m king,” he said.

				“No.  But I’ll bet we can discover a lot of tricks that can distract you from the fact you’re reading so that you can just talk.”

				“Oh,” he said.  “Maybe.”  He nodded a few times.  “Yeah.  Maybe we can.”  A tear formed at the corner of his eye.  “That would make Father very happy.”

				“I know.”

				Prince Harold swiped at his eye.  “Are you coming back tomorrow?”

				“Yes.”

			
			

				“Can we play the football game again?”

				“Yes.  In fact, I’ll leave it here overnight.”

				“Really?” he asked.

				“But I get to be City tomorrow.”

				The prince looked to the side for a few seconds and then back at me.  “OK.”

				I smiled at him.  “You were thinking of ordering me to be Yarmouth, weren’t you?”

				His eyes went wide in surprise for just a moment, and then the full joyful laugh was back.

				When he calmed down a bit, I shook his hand, made the tiniest bow with my head, and left the Tapestry Room. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

				I made a lot of money that spring.  Almost all of it went straight into a new savings account at City Central Bank.  I soon had fifty marks on deposit, and I daydreamed from time to time about what it would be like to withdraw it in the form of 1000 coppers held in a reinforced burlap sack.  I also thought of taking it out in gold and holding five shining Royals in my hand at the same time.

				Prince Harold’s progress reading aloud wasn’t linear.  Some days he made gains, and some days he  backtracked, but he advanced more than he retreated and the king was very pleased with his progress.  He asked me to work over the summer, and he gave me a note that authorized me to stay in my dorm room free of charge until classes resumed in the fall.

				I enjoyed working with Harold.  We became friends, and it was interesting to be around a young person who was aware that he would wield an enormous amount of power in due course but who had no idea how he might employ it or even whether he would be competent to handle it when the time came. 

				I also liked playing games with him.  I never had any siblings, and my friends at the University thought games were for babies unless they involved cards and gambling.

				My grades turned out well.  I got an Alpha in every course except chemistry, which is somewhat ironic considering the work I ended up doing as Maestro for many years.  I blame the professor.  And I know, I know, everyone blames the professor when their grades are mediocre, but sometimes...

				He was young;  he’d only been on the faculty for a couple of years at that point.  He was ambitious and enthusiastic and had a winning personality.  And he was absolutely convinced that you could turn lead into gold.

				His theories were preposterous, and his  experiments were completely lacking in results, but he had his students replicate them anyway.  “Who will be the one to combine air, water, and fire in exactly the right proportion?!” he would ask as he paced around the lab.  “Who will make the revolutionary breakthrough?!”

				Everyone loved him.  He created an exciting room, and his class was talked about and in demand.  But...his central idea was just ridiculous.  On his final exam, I got all of the questions on transmutation wrong, all of the questions on everything else right, and my grade settled out at Beta minus.  So it goes.

				The active members of the Association of the Bard accepted Bruce and myself as full members, and our time as pledges ended.  I enjoyed going to the meetings and parties, but mostly I was just glad to not be at the beck and call of the pledge master anymore.

				And so my life was filled with all of the good things a university freshman could ask for and then some.  

				And they all took a back seat in my mind to another development.  Carrie was going to meet me back home in June.  It was all arranged.

				I wrote her a letter shortly after I got the job tutoring Harold and took something of a flier.  I had been thinking for awhile that if I invited her to something specific, she might be more likely to agree to a reunion.  The problem I had was that, for the longest time, I  couldn’t think of anything specific that was as special as Carrie, and so I put off trying to arrange a rendezvous.

				But one Sunday that spring when I was off from my classes and my job tutoring Harold, I learned about something new while I was reading an old textbook in the main university library.

				I learned about moonbows.

				I had never heard of such a thing, probably because a moonbow is a very rare occurrence.  But when I read the description and the conditions required to create one, I knew I might have what I had been looking for to entice Carrie back to the Ozarks.  

				I returned the book to the front desk and jogged across the quad to the science library.  Bruce was on a bench chatting up a girl, and he spotted me and called out, “Aye, what’s the rush then, laddie?”  I ignored him, and he shrugged and returned his attention to his companion.    

				When I got to the science library, I couldn’t believe my good fortune.  There was to be a full moon on midsummer night, and critically, it was going to rise shortly after sunset.  Carrie wouldn’t be excited about being out at three in the morning, but she might be excited about something rare at a more reasonable hour.

				You normally need to have rainfall nearby to make a rainbow or a moonbow, but I knew of one spot  in the Ozarks where the rain wasn’t necessary.

				I went back to my dorm and spent a couple of hours drafting a letter until I had it just right.  I then copied it onto a sheet of my good paper, put it in an envelope, and sent it off to Auburn.

				Three weeks later, good old mailbox 627 had a reply from Carrie that brought this message:  she was intrigued, and she would like to see me again, and her aunt was onboard, and she would come home and meet me just after sunset on midsummer night.  

				I have rarely in my life received anything as thrilling as that letter.  Whatever part of our mind or spirit it is that compels us to seek out love can offer powerful rewards when it is pleased with how things are progressing.  After I read Carrie’s letter, I passed the rest of the day in a euphoria that bordered on intoxication.

				I even did something unprecedented in the caf.  When I sat down with my tray of food, I apologized to Bruce for ignoring him earlier in the day.  “I’m sorry I didn’t answer you earlier,” I said.

				He squinted at me and said, “An’ what’s tha matter with ye today, then?”

				“Nothing at all, my friend,” I said.

				Bruce eyed me suspiciously through the rest of the meal.

				When I left the caf, I arranged for a week off  from my job tutoring Harold.  I went to the depot next, and even though I wouldn’t be travelling for almost six weeks, I bought a ticket home on a stagecoach.  

				I spent the rest of the afternoon in the Merchant’s Quarter upgrading my wardrobe, and I passed the rest of the month in a daydreamy haze in which individual days seemed to inch along and fly by at the same time.

				I started to pay attention to the moon on May 24th.  The moon had been full the night before, and the next time it was full, I knew I’d be with Carrie.  I found the moon in the sky every night for the next fortnight and delighted in watching it melt away.  

				My friends began to pack up and head home for the summer during that period, and soon I had little companionship outside of the hour or two I spent tutoring Prince Harold each day, but I didn’t mind.  My sense of anticipation and the moon that marked the time were friends enough for me.

				There was a new moon on June 7th, and on June 8th I felt like a miler kicking through the last half of the last lap around the track as I watched the moon’s visible crescent add to itself night by night.

				Soon it was time to go.  I had a last session with Harold on a Saturday evening and told him I’d be back a week from Monday.  He wasn’t happy at the prospect of a week without me around, but I told him I’d come  back with a baseball game I had at home that was like the football game we still played once or twice a week, and he cheered up.  I drew my wages and went back to the dorm under a bright moon that was nearly three quarters full.

				The three day ride on the stagecoach was uneventful.  The driver was a friendly Scot who seemed  like he could have been Bruce’s uncle, or possibly great uncle.  He rode outside in a seat at the top of the coach behind the reins, and he sat next to a Ranger for most of the trip.  Any coaches travelling within a hundred miles of Society lands were required by law to have an armed escort, and the Ranger was armed to the teeth with swords and crossbows and a thick iron weapon I couldn’t name but which seemed custom made for bashing skulls.

				Inside the cart, I shared the space with a giant sack of mail, a middle aged couple off to visit their daughter, and a businessman in a rumpled suit who snored through most of the trip.  

				We travelled southeast, stopping every few hours to stretch our legs or to switch horses.  We spent the first night near Lawrence in the Borderlands and the second night in Springfield.  That city is in the Archies’ lands, but they allow travelers to pass through unhindered.  

				On the third day we entered the mountains,  and by late afternoon I was back home. I hadn’t seen my family since Christmas, and I was happy to see my parents and my grandfather.  My meeting with Carrie wasn’t until the following night, and as much as I looked forward to it, I savored my mother’s cooking and the sights and smells and sounds of the house I had grown up in.

				I answered an endless parade of questions during and after dinner, and I realized that although I had been thinking of Carrie almost nonstop, I actually did have a lot of good things to report.

				I was on top of the world that night.  I was also exhausted from three days of hard travelling.  I went to bed early and fell asleep in the light of the almost full moon that cast a cheery diagonal from my bedroom window to the foot of my old bed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

				Just before sunset the next night, I sat on a blanket and watched the waterfall as the last of the daylight faded.  The falls were about a hundred and fifty yards ahead, and the drop from top to bottom was about fifty feet.  That was plenty to make the water kick up a mist of trillions of tiny droplets as it hit the rocks below.  I saw the spray of droplets as a clean sort of haze around  the base of the falls.

				I rummaged in my picnic basket and set up a thermos and my two best mugs, and I set out two small plates and a container of cookies.  The thermos was full of coffee, and the cookies were chocolate chocolate chip.  Both coffee and chocolate were tough to get in those days, and I spent a noticeable fraction of my savings to get them in the Merchants’ Quarter the day before I left the City.

				I checked my compass again and confirmed that I was set up in the right place.  I needed the moon to rise behind us when we were facing the waterfall.

				Soon the daylight was gone and I was alone with the emerging stars and the powerful but peaceful sound of the water a short distance away.  I lit my lantern so that Carrie would have something to aim for, and I turned to my left and looked out into the darkness in the direction she would be coming from.

				I hadn’t seen her in over a year, and my wait was down to mere minutes.  I imagined my lantern as the sun, and Carrie as a comet that had taken a great journey to the cold dark depths of the outer solar system but which had looped around and nearly returned home.

				I sat in blissful anticipation for a length of time I know was less than an hour only because the moon had not yet risen.  I seemed to exist in an eternal now.  I was  self-contained.  I was content.  More than that, I was happy.

				And then I saw a point of light in the distance.  It was another lantern, and it swayed and danced with the strides of its holder.  I gasped a little at the sight of it, and I fought the urge to cry out a greeting, but I didn’t want to come across as childishly enthusiastic.  I waited and watched her approach.

				Her movements were small and almost hesitant, and I loved her for being shy.  I wondered if she thought I might be angry with her for spending the year in Alabama, and I whispered aloud, “If she only knew that there is no scenario in which I would not be thrilled to see her.”

				When the other lantern looked to be about fifty yards away, I stood and waited to take her in my arms.  When she covered half the remaining distance between us, it registered that she seemed to be carrying the lantern very low.  I soon saw why.

				It wasn’t Carrie.  It was her sister.  It was Margaret.

				“She’s not coming,” Margaret said when she reached me.

				“Oh,” I said in a very small voice.

				“I’m sorry, Alan.”  She stood looking up at me.

				I felt tears begin their own small waterfall down my face, and I couldn’t come up with a single thing to say  or do or think.

				Margaret continued to stand there silently.  She was about the same age as Prince Harold, and I had learned much of seven year olds that spring.  I knew that as unsure as I was of what to do next, she would be even more uncertain, and it was up to me to say something.

				“Are you hungry?” I managed.

				An army of photons raced out of the sun.  Some of them had been bouncing around inside the core and the radiative zone for much longer than others.  

				A tiny handful of them had zipped through their neighbors, comparatively speaking.  They lost little of their energy through collisions, and emerged into space as gamma rays.  

				A few of the emerging photons had been inside virtually forever and had degraded all the way to radio waves.  They carried the sun’s voice away into the universe.

				A large proportion of the exiting photons moved with a wavelength in the visible spectrum.  The most common of them was yellow.

				They blasted out in all directions, and most of them were destined to travel at the speed of light without encountering anything at all for centuries, millennia,  eons.  But some of them raced for Earth and lit up the half of the planet that faced sunward.  Limited only by cloud cover, regions of Earth that were once known as Asia, Europe, and Africa experienced bright sunshine.

				Some of the racing photons struck the moon, and because there was no atmosphere to contend with, they lit it up with searing bright light.  The blinding light appeared as a pleasing glow to anyone down on Earth who might be watching, though, because only about 1 in 400,000 photons that struck the moon bounced directly towards Earth.  Those were perfect cosmic billiards shots that allowed a tiny amount of the sun’s light to reach the side of the planet that faced away from it.  

				Those photons raced on.

				Some of them travelled to a mist of tiny water droplets that formed a fine spray at the base of a waterfall in the Ozarks, and the photons that entered one of the droplets executed another billiards shot.

				When they entered the tiny spheres of water, the photons refracted just as if they had entered a prism.  The photons behaved as waves, and those that had the frequency that creates the color red bent at a somewhat different angle than did photons with frequencies of orange or yellow, green or blue, purple or violet. 

				Whatever the frequency of the light, each wave bounced off the backside of the interior of their droplet  as if they had encountered a tiny mirror, and they exited the water with the light of different wavelengths spread out.

				Some of the light that had been reflected twice now – once by the moon and once by a tiny droplet of water – travelled in an instant to a seven year old girl who sat a hundred and fifty yards from the waterfall. 

				Most of that light struck her sweater or her shoes or a smudge of chocolate upon her cheek, but the tiniest amount of it entered one of her eyes.  

				When it did, the light-detecting rods in her eyes took note.  Rods are like chihuahuas and other very small dogs.  They can detect almost any number of photons, even one that is unaccompanied by any others, and they react to everything.

				The color-detecting cones in her eyes were unimpressed.  Cones are more like retired bankers.  They are reserved, and they don’t bother to report the presence of color to the brain unless they are hit with a more reasonable number of photons.

				And so the girl saw something, and something quite beautiful, but it was an ethereal phantom rainbow rendered in black and white. 

				“It’s like the colors are all asleep,” Margaret said  to me.

				I finished chewing a bite of a cookie.  “Asleep – I like that.”

				“Will the colors come out later?”

				“I don’t think so;  I think there has to be more light for that to happen.  But I’m not sure;  I’ve never seen a moonbow before.”

				“How did you know one would be here?”

				“I’ve seen rainbows down there in the misty spray before when the sun is low and behind me.  I read in a book up at school that a full moon could cast just enough light to make a pale rainbow when it first comes up.”

				“Wow.  They have books on everything in the City.”

				“Just about,” I said.  I took in the striking pale arc.  “One thing the book didn’t describe is how tall it would be.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“It’s just...tall.  It seems thicker than a regular rainbow.”

				Margaret squinted and leaned forward.  “I guess so?” she said.  “Mostly it just looks like a rainbow with no colors to me.”  She leaned back.  “Are we out of cookies?”

				I held out the container and offered her the last  one.  And like any seven year old, she didn’t say anything like, “Oh, I couldn’t possibly take the last one.”  She took it in hand and ate a third of it right away.

				The moonbow only lasted for half an hour or so.  Once the moon got much above the horizon, the arc quickly dissipated.  

				After the last of it faded away, I said, “Let me walk you back to your house.”

				Margaret said, “I promise Carrie isn’t there.”  Carrie had sent a letter on the stagecoach she was supposed to have travelled on that told her mother she couldn’t go through with the trip.

				“I believe you,” I said.  “But it’s late for you to be out alone, and it’s not much out of my way, anyway.”

				“Alright, Alan.”

				I folded up the blanket and put it and the thermos, the mugs, the plates, and the empty container that had held the cookies inside my basket.  I picked the basket up in one hand and my lantern in the other.  “Let’s go,” I said.  We headed for the path to Carrie’s house.

				“I wish Carrie’d come home to see you,” Margaret said.  She had said the same thing in a couple of ways already.

				“So do I.  But I’m glad you came to tell me that she wouldn’t, even though it hurt to get the news.  It would have been worse to sit out there half the night  waiting for her and to find out that way.”

				“I know.  That’s why I got the lantern and came in the first place.”

				It registered with me that she didn’t say her mother gave her the lantern.  “Does your mother know you’re out here?” I asked.

				“Um, mmm,” she said, shaking her head.

				“Oh.  I, ah, I hope you won’t be in trouble, Margaret.”

				“I won’t be.  I don’t think she’ll even notice.  She’s been taking a medicine.  It makes her wander around like she’s lost.”

				That was news to me.  “What’s the medicine for?”

				“She coughs a lot now.  Sometimes it’s hard for her to sleep, but it’s not her fault.”

				I walked for a little ways, and then I asked, “Does Carrie know about that?”

				“No.  Mother doesn’t want her to worry.  She made me write one of my letters to Carrie over again  ‘cause I talked about it some.”

				“I see.”

				“An’ you can’t write to Carrie about it either.  Mother’ll know Carrie got the news from me.  Or because of me.  Then I will get in trouble.”

				“Don’t worry about that.  I think...I think that I may not write to Carrie for awhile.”

				It didn’t sound like something I’d ever say when it came out of my mouth, but at the same time, I knew it was the truth.

				I had been crushed when Margaret told me that Carrie wasn’t coming.  I had built a reunion with her up in my mind to be a pinnacle of some kind, and to be honest, I had gotten addicted to the thrill of anticipating it.

				But it didn’t take long at all to realize that it had been a pipe dream, and that the pipe dream brought costs.  I had been giddy in recent weeks, but I had felt a  crushing pressure as well.  Pressure to thread the needle and rekindle a romance out of nothing and then...I actually never did have a plan for after that.  Quit my job working for the king?  Drop out of the University?   Leave the City to chase after someone who had left me once already?

				I was heartbroken, and it hurt.  But the rest of me, the parts that had been suppressed while I fixated on the idea of being with Carrie again, felt relief.

				We passed between two clusters of trees and reached a narrow path at the edge of Margaret’s yard.  When we did, I saw a lamp burning near an open window upstairs, and I could hear her mother coughing inside.

				Margaret hugged me.  “I hope I see you again sometime.”

				I hugged her back and said, “I’m sure you will.  Don’t worry about that, my friend.”

				She took a step back from me and said, “Goodbye, Alan.”

				“Goodbye, Margaret,” I replied.

				She ran up the path towards her front door.  I turned and walked away.  

				I extinguished my lamp and let the light of the full moon guide my steps as I walked the familiar route between Carrie’s house and my own for what I knew might be the last time.   

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 8

				I passed the next day with my family.  I knew I wouldn’t see them again until Christmas, and I tried to stay as upbeat as I could.

				I remembered to get the baseball game from my closet with the wooden dice that determined balls and strikes, hits and putouts, stolen bases and home runs.  I had made it as a younger and less skilled woodworking student, and its dimensions weren’t nearly as clean as those in the football game, but Prince Harold ended up liking it almost as much.

				My return trip to the City seemed custom made for deep thinking.  The only other passenger in the coach was the same businessman who had shared the first leg of my journey.  He was asleep when I boarded the coach, and he slept almost the entire way back.  I imagined him as a journeying Rip van Winkle who would one day awaken from a twenty year nap to find his world much changed.

				Over the rest of the summer, I adjusted to a future that I did not expect to feature Carrie.  Like Prince Harold’s skill at reading aloud, the evolution was not linear, and I had up days and down days.  It helped when my friends started to arrive back on campus for the  start of the fall term.  

				They cheered me up.  I had a decent semester academically, and I even took a date to the Association of the Bard’s Halloween party.  It didn’t turn into anything, but it seemed like a step in the right direction. 

				I did good work with Prince Harold, and King Paulius personally thanked me and raised my wages to ten marks a week.  He also asked if I wanted to add some work at the new Royal Observatory the next summer, and I of course said that I would.  

				The king had the notion that people might live places other than Earth, and he thought the telescope housed in the observatory might be used to spot them, or at least signs of their activity.  I wasn’t sure about that – I wouldn’t learn of the Valkyrie program until later - but the thought of getting stargazing time with the finest instrument in the Realm was extremely appealing.

				But possibly the best thing from my sophomore year was a new friendship I struck up with someone who worked in the castle that has lasted for many decades now.

				I finished my session with Prince Harold one day, and I started to take my usual route out of the castle.  I stopped when I reached a Constable in dress uniform who guarded a hallway that was not normally guarded.  “Um, hello,” I said.  “Am I, ah...can I go through?”

			
			

				The Constable looked at me and said,  “Because you work direct for His Majesty, I can let you pass.”  He leaned forward and lowered his voice.  “But the Senators are gathered up ahead.  You pass by too close, and one of ‘em will want you to shine ‘is shoes, or summat.  I were you, I’d find another way around.”

				“Ah,” I said.  “OK.  Thank you.”

				The Constable nodded to me and resumed staring straight ahead.

				I backtracked and headed for what I thought was an alternate exit, but I took a wrong turn somewhere and ended up in a part of the castle I hadn’t been in before.

				After wandering around for a bit and finding nothing that resembled a way out, I came upon a large archway that looked to be a likely candidate.

				I passed through it and found myself in a large space with tiered shelving along three of the four walls that was piled high with crisp white sheets and thick towels and napkins that bore the royal crest.

				A man with a friendly face looked up from a stool where he was working.  He was about ten years older than I was, and he looked at me as if we had known each other for years.  I soon came to know that he greeted everyone the same way.

				“Greetings to you friend and I hope you’re passing a pleasant afternoon and how can I help you?”

			
			

				I was initially going to apologize for stumbling into his workspace, but he was so sincere when he spoke to me that I changed my mind and asked for his help.  “Oh, um, I’ve gotten turned around, I’m afraid.  My usual exit is mostly blocked off.”

				“With the Senators I’ll wager my full day’s pay!  Well, I don’t blame you for avoiding that lot.  Do you know one of ‘em gave me a handkerchief one time – used, it was! – and said, ‘See to it that this gets laundered.’  And that’s my job true enough but who stops another man in a hallway and hands off a handkerchief with his own snot on it and walks off without so much as a thank you?”

				I smiled and shrugged.  “My chemistry professor from last term might do that.  He thinks he’s above everyone.”

				The man on the stool smiled and clapped.  “Aye, that’s just it, right enough, thinks he’s better!  But luckily the Lord’s blessed me with a job working for King Paulius.  Now there’s a man who treats everyone wi’ respect, even though he has important things on his mind all the time.”  The man stood and crossed the room to me and extended his hand.  “Davy,” he said.  He wouldn’t be known as Old Davy for a long time yet.

				I shook his hand.  “Alan.”

				“Oh, I know, I know.  You’re the prince’s tutor  and you’re the first of the whole lot of ‘em to help His Highness very much with ‘is reading and thank God they’ve finally found the right man.”  He maintained an easy and relaxed expression and seemed to have no awareness that it’s usually awkward to reveal to new acquaintances that you know more about them than they know about you.      

				There’s a line in the King James about a man who has no guile, and Davy fits that description more than anyone I’ve met in my entire life.  He was then and he is now a man who has all of his cards face up all the time.  It’s one of the idiosyncrasies that make him a unique personality and someone who is universally well liked.

				I learned later that he’d been kicked in the head by a Constable’s horse when he was a freshman at City University, and that it had nearly killed him.  The kick was Davy’s own fault;  he had gotten too close to a tethered horse.  He recovered, but he couldn’t pick up his studies again.  

				King Paulius felt bad that a horse that belonged to the Crown had been involved, and he put Davy to work in the castle as the head of the Royal Laundry.  Everyone seemed to regard him as something of a loveable simpleton.

				But here’s the thing about Davy I didn’t realize until I spent more time with him:  he’s smart.  Very smart,  actually, but in a way that presents itself unconventionally.

				I’ve been around a lot of people who are actually not smart.  When I was a boy, there were places in the Ozarks where almost no one ate anything that contained iodine at all;  no one knew back then that it mattered.  In some of those villages you’d see goiters on half the population, and some of the people would struggle with arithmetic and reading and reasoning.  Some of them struggled a lot.

				Davy wasn’t like them.  He was intelligent, but after his accident, his intelligence was just different than everyone else’s.  His brain seems to have created work arounds for the parts that were injured, and his thinking is somewhat roundabout, but his creativity and deductive powers are strong.

				His professors at City University didn’t know what to make of his frank and friendly and almost casual assertions that much of what he encountered in textbooks was wrong, and he fared poorly in his coursework before he gave up his academic pursuits.  

				But I learned all of that later.  On that day when I first met him, I stood and tried to think of how to respond when he revealed he knew a lot about me.  “I guess, then...that you’ve seen me around the castle with His Highness,” I said.

				“Aye, sometimes I have, that’s true enough, but  I’ve mostly taken note of you because we share a bond, you and I.”

				“Oh?”  I couldn’t imagine what that might be.

				“Aye.  If there’s ever a Council of War called, we’ll both be members.  If you’ve inherited your seat by that time, that is.”

				That took me by surprise.  I knew that my friend Bruce was in line to take one of the twelve seats one day, but I hadn’t been aware of anyone else.  

				I never really thought about the Council or my own eventual claim to membership.  The only practical impact it had on my life was that my grandfather could gather fallen branches in one particular forest near his home in the Ozarks that the Crown owned.  He’d head out a few times before winter every year and collect likely looking firewood.  	

				My grandfather was also allowed to fish in a small lake in the same forest that other people weren’t supposed to use, and I had gone fishing with him there several times.  Those were peaceful days with no one else around.

				Being the direct descendant of one of the Great Knights didn’t really impact my day-to-day life at all, but I did recognize that it was unusual.  “I had no idea,” I said to Davy.

				“Aye, Gregor the Bold at the top of your family  tree, Monty the Cunning for me.  We’re like cousins in a way, so we are.”

				I smiled at the thought.  “I suppose in a way we are at that.”

				“Aye, and I’ve been dying to talk to you about it but I haven’t wanted to interrupt your important time with His Highness.  But here you are at my own door and what a perfect chance to ask you about Sir Gregor and the Special Red.”

				“The special red?”

			
			

				“Aye, the feather that Sir Gregor always wore in his armband.  My great great and so forth grandfather Monty thought it had enormous powers, he did, and I’ve always wondered about whether he was right and what the powers might have been.”

				I shook my head.  “I’m not sure...I don’t know that I’ve heard my mother or grandfather talk about any special powers.  I mean, I know Sir Gregor always wore a red feather.  My grandfather said one time he thought the feather was for luck.”

				Davy said, “Ah, ‘twas a long time ago and that’s the Lord’s truth, but I do wonder if you were to read Sir Monty’s journal whether we might be able to piece it together between the two of us.  I always look at that feather when I see the Tapestry and I wonder what it was and where it might be now.”

				I had a couple of questions.  “Sir Monty’s journal?”

			
			

				“Right - I have it.  He made notes in his own handwriting on the days that led up to the Battle of the Founding and he mentioned Sir Gregor’s Special Red by name on two different pages.  He says it saved him once and saved Good King John another time but he doesn’t mention too many details about how.”

				“And...you think whatever it was...that the feather wasn’t a feather?”

				“I have no idea.  It’s something of a mystery.”  He raised his eyebrows and smiled.  “I like mysteries.”

				“Huh.”  I wondered if I wrote a letter to my grandfather about it what I would get in response.

				“Listen now,” Davy said, “I get a chit once a month that I can trade in with Greta down in the kitchens for a cup of coffee for myself and a friend.  It’s not His Majesty’s Jamaica Blue but it’s good coffee for all that.  Why don’t you meet me here on Sunday at one o’clock and I’ll bring the journal and we’ll get our coffees and see if what Sir Monty wrote about the Special Red means anything to you.”

				I didn’t know what to make of my new friend’s idea about a magic feather.  I didn’t believe in magic then, and I don’t now.  But I’ve never once turned down a free cup of coffee.  “I’ll definitely be here,” I said.

				Davy shook my hand with enthusiasm and patted me on the back and said he wouldn’t take up any more of  my time.  He showed me the twists and turns I needed to take to get out of the castle, told me he’d see me on Sunday, and in less than a minute I was on my way back to my dorm.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

				That Sunday, Greta poured our two coffee cups full nearly to the brim.  “And there y’are Davy.”  She put the chit in an apron pocket.  “I made it strong today.  I hope you’ve no ambition to take a nap anytime soon.”

				Davy took the cups in hand and balanced them so as not to spill a valuable drop.  “Who has time for napping?”

				Greta smiled.  “Isn’t that the truth, then.”  She was somewhere between my age and Davy’s, I thought.  She was pregnant, and the youthful glow she usually had was enhanced by it.  

				“When is your child due?” I asked her.

				“Oh, in about three months now.”

				Davy asked, “Have you been to Madame Morrison to ask her boy or girl?”

				Greta laughed at that.  “And pay her half a day’s wage?  Nae.  And anyway, I think she’s wrong much more often than most would suspect.  I know several such as have been wrongly advised by the Madame, but do they  get a refund?  Heavens, no.”

				Greta had a son a few months later.  I don’t know him too well, but a daughter she had about seven years later became very ill with a fever, and pulling her through was one of the early successes I had as a physician.

				Davy thanked Greta for the coffee and led me to an alcove that contained two tables that each had six chairs around them.  I think the kitchen staff and waiters used the space to take their own meals before or after serving the royals and their guests.

				I sat and blew on my coffee and took a sip.  A smooth and bitter and marvelous flavor just sunk into my tongue and cheeks and gums.  “Wow!” I exclaimed quietly.

				Davy smiled.  “Right?  I get a pension after 40 years, but the little side benefit I like best so far is definitely the monthly coffee.”

				“There’s nothing like this for sale in the Merchant’s Quarter.”

				Davy shook his head and took his own sip.  “They say His Majesty has better coffee still, but I don’t see how that can be.”

				“Something better than this might kill me,” I said.

				Davy started laughing.  “No, stop!  It’s too delicious – glaahhhhh!” he exclaimed as he pretended to  perish.

				I closed my eyes and pitched to the side and onto the next chair dramatically while I pretended to keel over myself.  “I regret nothiiiing,” I exclaimed, and Davy laughed even harder.

				I sat up and got back to sipping my coffee. 

				Davy and I gossiped for awhile.  Passing along rumors has been one of Davy’s favorite pastimes for as long as I’ve known him, and I learned much about the secret problems and romances of many people who worked in the castle.

				When we finished our mugs, Davy pulled a wooden box from an interior coat pocket.  It had a hinged lid secured with a little clasp that popped open when Davy moved a tiny lever.

				He took out the old journal carefully and turned to the first of two bookmarked pages.  He placed the open book flat on the table and rotated it until the pages faced me.

				It was interesting looking at the old fashioned script, and I spent a moment taking in how the letters were formed.  I don’t know if everyone wrote with more flourishes in the past, but Sir Monty certainly did.  His cursive hand was full of extra whirls and swoops and turns, especially capital letters.

				“The entry that starts halfway down the left side  under April second,” Davy said.  “That’s the first of the times he mentions it.”

				I started to read.

			April 2

				Gregor saved my life this night, and no doubt about it.  We entered the map room late to hunt down an old sketch of the hills north of the Omaha District.  I passed through the door first with my lantern held before my face to illuminate the dark space, but Gregor grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back with such force that I nearly lost my footing.  

				He relieved me of the lantern as I stumbled back and he turned the knob to extinguish it.  “Be silent and stay here” he whispered to me. 

				I could hear him creep forward in the dark, and after a moment, I heard the awful wet sound of a blade being driven through a man’s chest.

				Well, at the sound of violence I ignored Gregor’s requests!  I reignited the lamp and turned it to full and charged in to help, but there was no need.  Gregor had run a man through, and the man lay still upon the ground.  I could see in the lamplight that he was a spy from the  Society.  He had come to try to steal our battle plans, it appeared.  We found three of our maps rolled up inside his tunic. 

				“How did ye possibly know?” I asked Gregor. 

				He got a strange look on his face and he said, “Ye mustn’t tell the men how this played out, Monty.  They’ll say I’m a warlock, or a man who whispers with dark spirits, but it’s just the Special Red.”

				“The...feather?” I asked.

				Gregor nodded.

				Well, I’ve no notion of what that feather he wears tucked into his armband allows him to do, but it had clearly just saved my life.  The dead spy had a long, wicked looking knife in his hand, and if I had entered the dark room all lit up like a Christmas Tree in the light of my lantern I have no doubt he would have made an end of me.  I told Gregor his secret was safe with me.

				I don’t even know what kind of feather he’s got.  It’s larger and brighter than a cardinal’s feather, and I’ve never seen another like it.  It seems to let him see a bit of the future, or sense another’s life force, or something strange.  But that doesn’t matter.  Whatever it does for him, I’m sure of this:  there’s no evil in Gregor, and when I told the story to the Constables later, I said the spy was visible to us in our lantern light.

			
			

				I looked up at Davy and shook my head.  “My family’s oral history doesn’t have anything like that.  At least nothing I’ve ever heard.  What year is this entry from?”

				Davy said, “It’s from nine months before the Founding.  They didn’t name years back in those times.  I don’t think anyone had any idea what year it was until Good King John declared it to be Year 1 of the Resumption Era.”

				“Ah, right.”  Now that he mentioned it, I had actually heard that about the Lost Years – that people kept up with the day and month but not the year.

				Davy reached over and turned the old journal to the second page he had marked.  “Here’s the other mention of the Special Red,” he said.  “It’s only a handful of weeks until the Battle of the Founding at this point.  I think old Lord Jeffrey was getting nervous and that he wanted to decapitate our army, if he could.  We’d been marching south towards Society lands for awhile, although heavy snows made progress slow.  Oh, and Lord John is Good King John before he had a kingdom.”

				I looked down at the new page, and I again began to read.

			December 4

			
			

				Gregor saved Lord John!  He did it just as surely as my mother named me Montgomery.

				Gregor and I were assigned to patrol from midnight to dawn, and we were near the end of our shift.  It was miserable work.  The thermometer in the command tent read ten degrees the last time I saw it, and the Earth had cooled for hours since that point.  

				There were no clouds above to hold in the heat.  The moon wasn’t even up there, not that it raises or lowers the temperature any.  But still, the stars seemed hard that night, and the constellations looked to me like frozen diamonds presiding over a frozen land.  I think we walked our circuit as much to keep warm as to look for any infiltrators Lord Jeffrey might have sent our way.  

				I was concentrating on placing one foot in front of the other in the hour before dawn when Gregor placed a hand on my chest and whispered, “Hold.”

				In the starlight, I could just see him raise his crossbow to his shoulder and take aim at what seemed to be a cluster of trees.  “Load your crossbow and hand it to me as soon as I fire mine,” he said so quietly I almost couldn’t hear him.

				When I had done as he asked, Gregor let fly with a bolt and dropped his weapon in the snow, and I  handed mine to him without asking questions.  He raised it up, swiveled his torso a bit, and fired again.  I heard the second bolt strike something soft, and soon after that, I heard the sound of something falling in the snow fifty yards ahead. 

				I reached the end of the right side of the page and looked up at Davy.  “I don’t want to damage, ah,” I said.  He understood my meaning, and he carefully used a fingertip to turn to the next page of the journal for me.  I continued reading Sir Monty’s words.

				Gregor whispered to me to come on.  He lit his lamp and led me in the direction he had fired the bolts.  We soon came upon a corpse.  It was dressed in Society clothing, and the man had a bolt through the neck.  A surprising amount of blood stained the snow all around him.

				Then Gregor did something unexpected.  He  struck a new match, watched it burn nearly to his fingers, shook it out, and placed it in the dead man’s hand.  

				“Wait here,” Gregor said.

				He walked to his right about twenty yards and held his lantern close to the ground.  In its light, I could see a second corpse with a bolt through the chest.

				Gregor began to walk backwards, and I couldn’t imagine why.  When he got close to me, I could see that he was taking care to place his boots in the footprints he had made on his way over to the second body.

				Gregor looked at me with a very serious expression.  He almost seemed to be pleading with me.  “Here’s what happened,” he said.  “These two caught our attention when they stopped here to light their cigarettes.  You took aim at the one on the right, and I took aim at the one on the left.  Mine dropped where he stood, and yours stumbled over that way before he collapsed and died.  Right?”

			
			

				I asked him if the Special Red had done its thing again, and he said that it had.  I looked at that feather in his armband and marveled at it and agreed to again keep his secret.  Too many of our people are inclined to superstition, and I’ll not have Gregor held under suspicion by anyone for using the Special Red’s powers, whatever they may be

				As soon as I agreed to tell Gregor’s version of the story, he shouted, “Alarm!!”  Thirty seconds later, there were a hundred men and women with lanterns and torches and swords drawn all around us, and we told them what “happened”.

				I don’t know what that feather is or what it can do any more than I did before, but it has saved my life for certain, and it has now likely saved Lord John’s as well.  Whatever it is, I’m glad Gregor has it.  

				I looked up at Davy again when I finished the entry.  “That’s another amazing story I’ve never heard before.”

				“Mmm,” Davy said.  He closed the journal and placed it back in the box.  “Of course I hoped you’d be able to add to the story right away, but it’s alright.”

				“I’m going home for Christmas next month,” I said.  “I’ll ask my grandfather about both of those events.   Maybe he knows something he’s chosen not to reveal.”

				“Aye, maybe he does.”  Davy got a faraway look in his eye.  “I’ll tell you, Alan, there are more famous mysteries in the Realm, and there are those that are talked about far more often, but the secret of the Special Red...that’s the one I’d pay half a year’s wages to learn the truth of.”

				“It keeps you up at night, does it?”

				Davy said, “In truth, I sleep well.   But I do like to ponder it.  What could that feather do?  Where did it go?  Where did Sir Gregor get it?”  He got a mischievous grin.  “Where can I get another one?”

				I laughed at that.  “Well, I hope to have some answers for you at the start of the spring term.”

				“I hope so as well, and either way I appreciate you looking into it,” Davy said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

				At the end  of that semester, I finished my finals and I went to a few parties.  The Society of the Bard’s winter formal was the most fun (a freshman named Jasmine kissed me under a cluster of mistletoe), but King Paulius’ Christmas Ball was the most amazing.

				They built an indoor river in the castle that led to an above ground pond in the throne room.  Someone  with tremendous skill had carved a large swan from a block of ice, and it stood sparkling on a pedestal at the center of the little lake surrounded by actual swans who swam and ducked and honked in the waters around it.  I felt out of place standing in my tuxedo and surrounded by nobles, but it was worth the discomfort to see the sights.  His Majesty usually favored more utilitarian surroundings, but not at the Christmas Ball.

				The next morning I packed my bag, said goodbye to my friends, and headed to the station.  When I got there, I wondered if my acquaintance the Sleeping Businessman would be aboard my coach when it pulled up, but he wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

				The coach ride home was crowded.  They packed seven of us inside – three on each of the facing benches and a toddler on his parents’ laps across from me.  But people were in a good mood because of the upcoming holiday, and when snow began to fall halfway through the first day of the journey, I watched through the window in a pleasant kind of trance as the hills and rooftops and tree branches turned slowly white.

				It was an easy trip, and we pulled into my stop late in the afternoon on December 22.

				When I arrived home, my stocking was hung before the hearth, the Nativity was set up on the hutch, and the smells of my mother’s fresh baked pies reached  every corner of the house.  My grandfather had even turned up a peppermint stick somewhere, and he gave it to me after I greeted everyone.

				We ate a huge meal, and I talked to my parents and grandfather for hours afterwards.  I told them about my studies and my job at the castle and my new friend Davy.  They told me about people and places that had once been part of the background of my day-to-day life.

				As usually happened when I came home from university, my parents went to bed first.  I didn’t know if my grandfather had always been a night owl or whether he just didn’t sleep much anymore, but the two of us were often still up when the hands on the old standing clock  approached midnight.

				When I was sure my parents were asleep, I asked him about the Special Red.  His eyebrows went up in surprise, and his expression turned mirthful.  “That old thing?” he said while he chuckled.  “Sir Gregor’s great talisman, full of magical properties?”

				“You know about it?”

				“Of course.  An item that is said to have given a man’s ancestor the power to save a king is hard to ignore.”  He was being dramatic, and I thought he was being playful.  Then he winked at me and I was sure he was being playful, but I couldn’t figure out why.  

				“You’ve never mentioned it,” I said.

			
			

				“You’ve never asked about it.”

				“OK, well, I’m asking now.  How do you know about it?”

				“Because, Alan.”

				“Because what?”

				He leaned forward.  “I have it.”

				I pulled back as if I had been struck by an unexpected gust of icy wind.  “What do you mean you have it?!”

				“I mean...I have it.  I’m not sure how else to put that.”

				“Where is it?”

				“In a box in my desk.  Would you like to see it?”

				In my surprise, I couldn’t seem to formulate a sentence, so I just laughed and nodded.

				“Alright,” my grandfather said.  “Get your coat.”

				We bundled up, my grandfather lit a lantern, and we passed quietly through the kitchen and went out the back door.

				My grandfather’s house was a quarter of a mile away, and we took a five minute walk through the snow.  I enjoyed the sharp sting of the cold night air on my face.  “Why didn’t you ever tell me about the feather?” I asked.

				“Because I can’t make it do anything.  It seemed like I should be able to make it do something before I tried to show it off.”

			
			

				“Does Mom know about it?”

				“She can’t make it do anything, either.”

				I didn’t care about that;  I just wanted to see it.  We walked along, and the snow crunched pleasantly with each step.  

				Soon we reached my grandfather’s house, and we passed through his unlocked door.  We removed our boots and hung our coats on pegs by the door.  He spent half a minute striking matches and lighting lamps around his living room, and then he moved to the great desk that was against the wall to my right.  

				He opened one of the bottom drawers and started removing items:  bound stacks of papers and folders and an old postal scale.  And then, from the back of the drawer, he pulled out a long and thin wooden box with a brass clasp and two hinges.  

				He placed it on the desk, and I looked over his shoulder.  The box was plain but well made, and it looked very old.  My grandfather worked on the clasp with care.  When he opened the box, I saw an oversized feather resting on a thin purple cushion.  “Wow...” I said in a whisper.  

				It was a darker red than I had expected.  The feather in Sir Gregor’s armband on the Tapestry was closer to cardinal red, but the feather in the box was almost a maroon color.  I wondered if it had changed  over time, or if the lamplight made it look darker than it really was.

				My grandfather pointed to the middle third of the feather which had very few barbs compared to the top and bottom portions.  “That’s where his armband went around it,” he said.  

				That detail more than anything else made it real to me.  I could see it – the feather secured in a hero’s armband as he went about the difficult business of helping a king to win a kingdom.

				“Pick it up if you like,” my grandfather said.

				“Oh!” I exclaimed quietly.  I hadn’t expected to actually touch it.

				“Don’t worry, you won’t break it.  I’ve examined the feather many times.”

				I moved with great care, even more than I used when handling volatile chemicals in laboratory assignments at university.  I picked it up by the end of the quill, and as soon as I lifted it a few inches above its cushion, I placed my other hand underneath it.  I’m not sure what that accomplished, but it seemed like the right thing to do.  

				I took very shallow breaths and I made tiny twisting motions with my fingers.   The feather rotated, and I saw it from every angle.  

				After a moment I returned it to its cushion and  carefully moved my fingers away.  My grandfather closed the box, fastened the clasp, and held the box out to me.  

				I looked down at it stupidly.  “What?”		

				“Take it.  It’s yours now.”

				My mouth fell open for a moment.  “I can’t take it.”

				“Are you going to lose it?” my grandfather asked.

				“No.”

				“Are you going to set it afire?”

				I laughed in surprise.  “Um...no.”

				“Then take it.  I’ve tried everything I can think of to make it give me a boost of speed or intelligence or predictive prowess, and I’ve had no successes of any kind.  Perhaps you can discover the trick of it.”

				I took the box in hand.  “I don’t know what to say.”

				“Just say that if you ever discover that it can actually do something, you’ll tell me first.  Until then, I will assume that Sir Gregor was a capable man who had a colorful good luck feather that did not add to, or subtract from, his abilities.”

				“OK.  Definitely.”

				“Excellent.  Now let’s get back to your parents’ house before one of them wakes up in the night and wonders where we’ve gone.”

				I looked at the feather often over the next several  days, but I didn’t do any experiments on it until later.

				I slept late the next day and then helped my dad around the house with things that required two strong backs.  He always saved things like that for when I visited, but I didn’t mind.

				A knock on the door brought a nice surprise late in the day.  When I opened the door, a kid named Roddy stood on the porch with an envelope.  “It’s for you, Alan,” he said.  “I get two more coppers if I bring back a reply,” he added hopefully when he handed the envelope over.  Roddy was ambitious for a little kid.   He was always picking up a few coppers shoveling snow in the winter and pulling weeds in the summer and running letters around the village all year long.

				“Hold on,” I said.  I opened the note.  The handwriting told me right away that it was from a child, and I scanned down to see “Margaret” signed at the bottom of the note and smiled.  The note said:

			Dear Alan,

			I have heard that you are back home.  Mother and I hope you can come over for tea at 3:00 tomorrow.  I have made a present for you.  Please let Roddy know if  you can make it.

			Your friend,

			
			

			Margaret

			P.S.: Carrie isn’t here, but I hope that you will come on over anyway.

				The note solved a dilemma for me.  I had a gift for Margaret, but I hadn’t communicated with Carrie since she stood me up on Midsummer Night, and I wasn’t completely sure if I’d be welcomed at her house.  I thought that if Carrie were home, things might get uncomfortable.  I won’t lie and say I was completely over her, but I was mostly over her, and I definitely didn’t want to cause a scene at the Snow’s house.

				But having tea with Margaret and Mrs. Snow sounded perfect, and I scribbled out a note saying I’d be there and gave it to Roddy.  He was gone in a flash.

			
			

				I wondered if Mrs. Snow would be ailing, but she actually looked to be in good health the next afternoon.  She even commented on it.  “I’ve been unwell for a lot of the year, Alan, but I’ll tell you, the crisp winter air has done wonders for me.”

				Margaret was all smiles when she opened my gift.  It was a little clockwork sailboat I’d made.  I think half of her books were old seafaring adventures.

				The boat had gears under the deck that could store a small amount of mechanical energy when you pulled the boat backwards on tiny wheels under the hull that were almost invisible.  When you let it go, it would propel itself slowly forward for ten feet or so before it glided to a halt.  I showed Margaret its trick, and she clapped in excitement.

				I had made a small stick girl out of a light blue pipe cleaner and glued its feet to the deck and its hands to a tiny wheel.  “Captain Margaret sails the seven seas,” I said.

				She said, “I love it.”  Then, she said, “Let me get yours.”  She ran through the living room and into her own room.

				When she returned, she carried a wrapped gift that I thought was a book at first.  But when I unwrapped it, I discovered that it was a frame that held a pencil sketch of a black and white moonbow in front of a  waterfall with stars in the background.  Everything was neatly done, and I could tell Margaret had spent a lot of time on it.  “This goes on the wall in my dorm room the very hour I return to the City,” I said.

				“You like it?”

				“It’s grand, Margaret.”  I hugged her, and as is true with any artist of any age I have ever met, she seemed relieved and proud that her creation met with approval from its intended audience.

				The three of us made small talk for another half hour, and then Margaret walked me to the door.  I said, “It was very good to see you.  Merry Christmas, Margaret.”

				“Merry Christmas, Alan,” she replied.  

				I had a very nice Christmas with my family the next day, and a few more pleasant days after that, but then it was time to board the coach again.  My coursework didn’t start for a few weeks yet, but the king didn’t want for Prince Harold’s tutoring to be on hiatus for too long, and so on the 30th, I headed northwest.  On the first day of the New Year, I arrived back in the City.

				Davy reacted to the revelation that I had actual possession of the Special Red like I imagine he might if a leprechaun gave him a full pot of gold.  From time to time over a period of many years the two of us conducted all manner of experiments on it. 

			
			

				We never could get that feather to do anything.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

				I did get one final letter from Carrie,  but it had nothing to do with us.  Or almost nothing to do with us.

				The habit of checking my mailbox daily was long gone.  By the start of my third year at City University, I only went to the post office once a week or so.  

				I stopped by after a football game one Saturday.  We had beaten Lawrence College 21-3.  We always beat Lawrence.  The lads they fielded on their teams were strong enough, but they just weren’t very good at football.   I was feeling upbeat as I crossed the quad and headed for what I expected to be a rowdy scene back at the dorm.

				And then I wasn’t, because mailbox #627 had an envelope of a familiar size and color resting on a diagonal.  My celebratory mood evaporated in an instant.

				I took the letter in hand and confirmed that it had a Dixie postmark and Carrie’s script.  I looked at it for a moment and then tucked it inside the pocket of my jacket.  Everyone was giddy after the game, and I didn’t want one of my friends plucking it from my hand and saying, “What’s this then, Franklin?!”

				I didn’t go back to my dorm.  Instead, I made sure  no one I knew was watching and I headed for the science library.  I went up a flight of stairs and disappeared into the stacks.  

				There was an old study carrell in an obscure corner of the second floor that no one else ever used, so far as I knew.  I studied there when I absolutely, positively, had to work on something uninterrupted for a meaningful amount of time.

				I sat down and took out Carrie’s letter.  It had been more than a year since the night of the moonbow.  I had a much different feeling than I’d had opening all of her previous letters.  

				I wasn’t delicate opening the flap, and I didn’t see if I could catch a faint wisp of her perfume inside.  I took the folded sheet of paper out, and to be honest, I mostly just hoped that my life wasn’t about to get more complicated.  But sometimes you don’t get what you want, or what you think you want.

				The letter began:

			Dear Alan,

				I’m sorry I haven’t written to you for such a long time.  I’m also sorry that I didn’t meet you the summer before last.  I know that won’t be worth much now, but I feel it.  I’m so very sorry about how things turned out  between us.

				But I’m not writing to you about any of that.  I have a problem.  I don’t know who else to ask for help, and I don’t deserve help from you, but I’m going to ask for it anyway.  It’s about Margaret.

				Mother died over the summer.

				“Oh,” I said aloud.  I stopped reading the letter for a moment.  The news came as a shock, even though it had been pretty clear that Mrs. Snow suffered from consumption.  

				I knew that there was a team of professors at the university working to rediscover the secrets of what they called antibiotics, and that they hoped to be able to cure things like consumption, and that they’d had some promising results.  I hoped to take a class with one of them in the spring semester.    

				I sat for a moment and wondered how many people throughout the history of humanity had passed away because they hadn’t been able to outrun their illness and survive until a time when the illness became curable.  That specific thought turned out to influence a lot of my decisions on my future pursuits.

				After a minute, I returned to the letter:

				

			
			

				Aunt Jessie and I went to the funeral, and I assumed that we’d bring Margaret back to Alabama with us, but there was some kind of hold up with the paperwork.  The Sheriff said he was very sorry, but that he had to take her to the orphanage until that cleared up, and by the time we had to leave, it hadn’t cleared up.  I had to promise Margaret that we’d be back soon.

				It was heartbreaking, Alan.  She was sitting on her little bed in the orphanage with her doll and just staring out the window.  She didn’t even cry, she just kept on staring.  When I hugged her, she felt like a mannequin in a tailor’s shop, and I didn’t want to leave her, but there was nothing I could do.

				They gave Aunt Jessie some papers when we left.  I got a good look at them, and they had a little purple seal at the top.  I couldn’t figure out why Aunt Jessie couldn’t just fill them out before we left, but she said something about records she’d have to look up at home to make sure everything was filled out right.  A couple of days after we got back to Alabama, I asked her about the forms and she said she’d finished them and mailed them off and that we’d hear back before too long.

				But here’s the thing.  I found the forms yesterday.  I needed a box for an art project, and I found one that was the right size out in the barn.  When I opened it up, the papers with the purple seals were folded in half and  stuffed into the bottom of it.

				I haven’t told Aunt Jessie that I found them, and I don’t know if I will.  You don’t have to be a genius to see that she doesn’t want Margaret.	

				So Margaret’s stuck.  I can’t get her until I turn 21 next fall, and Alan, I might as well tell you, I’m getting married.  His name is Luke, and he’s wonderful.  I truly, truly hope you’ve met someone, too, or that you will.  

				Luke is so excited about starting our lives together and starting a family.  I just can’t ask him to adopt a nine year old.  I should, but I can’t do it, Alan.  I can’t.

				But I can’t just leave Margaret in the orphanage, either.  It’s tearing me up, and I don’t have anyone else to turn to.  Can you please, please help?  I know you work for the king, now.  I also know I don’t deserve your help, but because of the closeness we once had, can you find it in your heart to do something for Margaret?  

				Please help me, Alan.

				Yours truly,

				Carrie

				   

				I frowned.  I ground my teeth for a moment.  I slapped the desk, and the hollow thud made a muted echo in the stacks.

				I was angry, but not at the fact Carrie was engaged.   I was angry that someone I had loved could be so selfish as to abandon her sister and so breathtakingly bold as to drop the entire mess into someone else’s lap.	

				I stood up and marched to the card catalogue in the middle of the floor with heavy steps.  I took one of the irregular strips of low quality scrap paper that students would use to scribble down the Dewey Number of books they were looking for.  I didn’t need beautiful paper for this reply, and I didn’t need a lot of time to draft it and edit it and then copy it out in my best handwriting.

				I found the stub of a pencil atop the card catalogue and wrote this:

			Carrie,

				I shall handle it.

			Alan

				I stuffed the paper in one of the half-sized envelopes that sat in a little tray atop the card catalogue.  I don’t know what they were intended to be used for,  but no one had used them for anything in a long time.  They were almost brittle, and when I licked the flap, the adhesive tasted rancid.  I didn’t care.

				I folded over the flap to seal the envelope, and then I addressed it.  I had a couple of stamps in my coin purse, and I slapped one of them in the upper right corner.  

				I took the stairs down and I exited the library.  I returned to the post office and dropped my letter through the outgoing mail slot.

				When I left the post office, I looked longingly at the students assembled in front of my dorm.  Several of them had instruments, and I could hear a cacophony of cheers and chants against the background of an incomplete impromptu orchestra playing victory songs.  I wished I could take up my clarinet and join in the fun, but that would have to wait.

				I turned away from campus and headed for the castle.

				

				“I need to talk to your father,” I said to Harold fifteen minutes later.  I had bluffed my way past the Constables and to his room on the pretext of something to do with his tutoring.

				“Oh.  Sure thing,” he said.  “Um...it’s important?”

			
			

				I nodded.

				“OK.  I’ll go get him.”  Harold scampered out of his room.  A couple of minutes later, he returned with King Paulius.  

				“Harold says you have a matter of some urgency,” the king said. 

				“Yes, Your Majesty, and I am very sorry to interrupt whatever you have...”

				King Paulius waved his hand.  “You have been in my employ for two years and have never asked anything of me.  Speak on.”

				“Yes, Sire.”  I tried to be concise, and I told him about Margaret.

				When I finished the story, the king said, “I see.  And if she is released from her orphanage, what is your plan for her then?”

				I had thought about that on the way to the castle.  “I would like to attempt to enroll her at the Valkyrie School for Girls.”  It was well known to be the best school in the Realm.  I had seen their students around the City on Sundays, and they seemed to be content and curious and just...alive.  I thought that if an orphan could thrive anywhere, it was at the House of the Valkyries.

				“Mmm.  Their tuition is not inconsequential,” the king said.

				“I know, Your Majesty.  I...have almost eight  hundred marks saved up, and I hope that sum, and then wages I earn from you week to week, will prove sufficient to cover it.”

				The king gave me a small smile.  He turned to a Constable and said, “Find Roger and bring him here.”  The Constable saluted and left the room.

				To me, King Paulius said, “Don’t worry about the money.  The Valkyries don’t charge tuition of orphans.  I merely wanted to measure the level of your resolve.”

				“Oh.”

				“The fact that you would commit all you have for such a cause, though, speaks well of you.”

				“Um.  Thank you, Sire.”

				The Constable returned with a scribe, who walked to the king and took up a position a step behind him and to his right.  He removed a notebook and a pencil from a pocket and awaited instructions.

				King Paulius said, “Draw up a document ready for my seal within the hour.  It is to the Director of Orphans, Ozark Territory.”

			
			

				The western Ozarks weren’t officially part of the Realm, but they were supported by it and subjected themselves to the Realm’s laws and to King Paulius’ rule.  My homeland was a protectorate and not a district because Good King John and his successors hadn’t wanted to alarm the Archies by expanding the Realm to their doorstep.

				King Paulius continued.  “Release the orphan Margaret Snow, age nine, to my agent Alan Franklin for transfer to the City.  The Crown to bear all costs.  Signed Paulius I and all of the usual stuff.”

				“Yes, Your Majesty,” the scribe said.

			 	He started to withdraw, but the king stopped him.  “Wait, one more note.”  The scribe opened his notebook again.  The king said, “This one goes to the Primero of the Valkyries.  Dear Alpha, I highly recommend Margaret Snow for acceptance into your school.  Regards, Paulius I.”  To me, he said, “I can’t order them to accept her, but  they will.”

				My shoulders sagged.  “Thank you, Sire.”

				“You are welcome.  And while I’m here,” he said, changing the subject, “I want you to know I read the paper you wrote at the end of the summer on the transit of the Jovian moons.”

				“Oh.  I hope you found it interesting, Sire.”

				He nodded.  “More than interesting.  The thought of a planet so large that a moon would cast a shadow that appears only as a tiny black dot that drifts across its cloud bands...fascinating.  Your sketches were well rendered.  They really brought the idea to life.”

				“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

				“We shall talk another time of a new project I have in mind for you for next summer.”

				“Yes, Sire.”

				“Mmm.  You’ll need a week off from your duties here...and transportation.  Don’t buy a coach ticket.” To the Constable, he said, “Take Mr. Franklin here to Derek, and have him arrange to dispatch a carriage with an armed escort for him to the Ozark Territory tomorrow morning.”

				“Yes, Sire.  Come along,” the Constable said.

				“I won’t forget this, Your Majesty,” I said as I turned to go.  He waved his hand as he had when he first entered the room.

			
			

				Before I was out of earshot, I heard Harold ask, “Will you have time to throw the football later, Father?”

				“Yes,” the king said.  “The drunken noblemen should be cleared out in a couple of hours.  Find me in the courtyard then.”

				“OK!” Prince Harold replied.

				Three days later, I was at the orphanage in the Ozarks.  The headmistress accepted the letter from the king and had me sign some documents, then she led me to Margaret.

				She was sitting on her bed with her doll and staring straight ahead.  It was how Carrie had described her in the letter, and I wondered how much of the last few months Margaret had spent in the exact same state.

				She looked up at me when I approached.  “Alan,” she whispered.

				“I’ve come to take you to the City, Margaret.  Things will be much better there.”

				Margaret pondered that for a moment.  “Will I live with you?”

				“No.”

				“Oh.  Will I get to see you sometimes?”

				“Yes.”

				She stood up, slid a small suitcase out from under  her bed, and opened the drawer in her bedside table.  She removed a few articles of clothing from it and added them to the few items already inside the suitcase.  She placed her doll on top and closed the suitcase up.  “I’m ready,” she said, very softly.

				We left the orphanage and boarded the Royal Coach.  

				The first day of the trip, she sat near me, but hardly spoke at all.  On the second day, she was still muted, but she had questions for me about the City and what I did there and what she would be doing there.

				On the last day of the trip back, she was making animated observations and smiling and laughing like she had always done before.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

				I got Margaret situated at the Valkyrie School.  I sat and talked with her for an hour while she started to adjust to her change of venue.  

				“And I can’t see you until Sunday?” she asked in a variety of ways.

				“That’s the rule they have here, yes,” I told her in a variety of ways.  I reassured her that I would be at the front gates at nine o’clock every Sunday morning, and that Sunday morning was only three days away.

			
			

				After awhile, the headmistress returned and strongly hinted that it was time for me to go, and Margaret got a bit panicky.  I asked her, “Do you still have the blue sailboat I gave you for Christmas?”

				“Yes,” she said.  “Of course.”

				“I thought you would.  I wonder if Captain Margaret might ever encounter a new friend while she’s out sailing upon the Seven Seas.  Perhaps one in a red boat.  Perhaps on Sunday.”

				Margaret’s eyebrows went up.  “This Sunday?”

				I shrugged.  “Bring your blue boat, and we’ll see.”  I had to tutor Harold for a couple of hours a day, and I had my coursework, but I knew I could turn out a second boat in the next few days.  The new one would be piloted by a green stick figure made from a pipe cleaner, I thought.

				“OK,” Margaret said, smiling a little bit.  “I’ll bring it.”

				“Good,” I said.  “You’ll be alright until then?”

				She looked around and pondered the question for a moment.  Then she put on a brave look and said, “Yes.”

				I hugged her and said, “I’ll see you on Sunday morning at nine o’clock sharp.”

				“OK, Alan,” she said.

				I left the dormitory and walked around the  edge of the training ground where older girls were sparring with practice swords.  I had no idea at the time that Margaret would surpass everyone in the Order at swordplay by the time she grew up.

				You never really know who can fight.

				I passed through the great doors that allowed passage through the wall around the House of the Valkyries, and I was soon on the road that led straight to the castle, but I wanted to collect my thoughts for a little while.  I took a more roundabout path that day, and it became a metaphor for the next forty years of my life.

				Until the trip back to the City with Margaret, I had been on a path, at least in my mind, to settle with Carrie, and support us, and raise children with her.  The fact that I hadn’t seen her for a long time was immaterial.  Even the fact that she planned to marry someone else was immaterial.

				Up until that trip, if she had sent me a letter saying that it had all been a big mistake, and that she loved me, and that she wanted to get back together, I would have come running, even against my better judgment.  I was young, and she was the first girl I had ever loved, and if she had wanted me, she would have had me.

				But not after seeing Margaret alone and crushed  and hopeless at the orphanage and then spending three days coaxing her back to some semblance of her normal self.  Not after that.  

				I walked aimlessly through the Merchant’s  Quarter and thought about it, and I knew I couldn’t trust Carrie again.  I knew that even if she did want to return to me, I’d always wonder when she would abandon me to pursue something or someone who seemed better at the moment.  Our relationship had been over for more than two years, but I didn’t really  believe that it was over until that roundabout walk after I dropped Margaret off at the Valkyrie School.

				After a time I can’t define except to say that at some point I noticed the sun had moved a good distance across the sky, I headed back for the castle and linked back up with the main road that ran between it and the House of the Valkyries.  From that spot, it took me less than ten minutes to get to the castle gates.

				Just as I detoured from the main road for a long time that day but eventually found my way back to it, I detoured from seeking a wife and family for the next four decades.  And the path I walked was grand.  It  wasn’t a plan “B”, it was just a new path, and one I hadn’t anticipated.

				I finished at City University and took top honors.  I worked on many projects for King Paulius and continued on as Harold’s tutor.  I apprenticed with the Chief Physician of the Realm, and although I disagreed with some of his methods, he taught me a lot.  I became a doctor and a surgeon, and I had great successes in treating ailments and injuries that had usually proved fatal.

				I became the Maestro of the Realm shortly after King Paulius died in a fall from a horse and Harold took the throne.  In my new position, I learned that there was far more tech from before the Kinetic War left in existence than I had appreciated.  My mind was opened to all kinds of new possibilities, never more so than when an artificial ghostly projection of Good King John appeared atop a box and began to speak to me.

				I spent my years and my surprisingly large budget improving my skills as a surgeon and rediscovering as many of the secrets of the AD years as I could.  When my old pledge master Duncan took over as the Archivist of the Realm, he helped a great deal with those efforts by acquiring and cataloging and summarizing all kinds of crumbling volumes packed with useful knowledge.

				I met Jack and Banner, who were the first of my  acquaintances to be from both the future and the past.  I also met Alexis, who was the first of my acquaintances to be from both the past and the present.

				I met Brian Stone and took him under my wing.  He is brilliant, is romantically involved with King Harold’s daughter, and may himself become a king in the fullness of time.

				I watched Margaret rise to the position of Alpha in the Independent Order of Valkyries, fall from leadership, and then reestablish herself in a peaceful life removed from most of the world’s concerns.

				Things got really wild in my last year on Earth.  I flew aboard Valkyrie starships – first to the dark side of the moon, then across the continent and across the world as a madman’s captive, and then to a place an unfathomable distance away in both space and time.

				And there, on an asteroid orbiting a moon orbiting a gas giant orbiting an orange sun more than two hundred million years in the future...

				I got back on my original path.

				I met Andromeda.

				I saw her first during a pair of vid calls, and then I met her on the surface of the Potato in the park under the main dome.  And whether she’s on a monitor or standing right in front of me, she is always much more there than everyone else.  She is sharp and vibrant and  alive, and I am attuned to her, somehow.  I was from the very first glance.

				Why she is drawn to me I can’t say.  When I raised that question with my friend Jack and later with my friend Banner, they both told me about the same thing:  don’t overthink it.  Just be grateful that she is and go with it.

				I took their advice.  I resigned my commission as the king’s Maestro and passed the job off to Jack, wrapped up my affairs on Earth, and joined Andromeda on the Potato.  She had rarely left the asteroid in her life and had no intention of doing so anytime soon, but that bothered me not at all.  I was frankly excited to be going to live in an astonishingly improbable place.

				I went to her.  We married.  Less than a year later, Junior was born.

				And although I was a few galaxies over and countless eons in the future, I settled into the kind of home life I had imagined when I was a young man.                

			



	


				
				

			

			Part II - The Future

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

				Junior sat to my right on the brown couch in the 198’s observation room.  The floor was in its base position and the dome was high above us.  We weren’t  using the room to look at anything outside;  we were only in there because it had the most comfortable couch.   

				Junior’s bare feet were straight out in front of him.  His heels reached more than two thirds of the way to the end of the couch cushion, and I wondered if he would be able to read his books himself before or after his legs grew long enough for his feet to reach the end of the cushion when he sat down.  He was four years old, and I thought it might be a close race.

				He leaned his head on my shoulder, sleepy but wanting to soak up a few more interesting ideas before his nap.  

				I opened the book.  It was a new one that I’d just written.  I cleared my throat and began:

				The little gray squirrel stood on his hind legs and rubbed at his mouth absently with one small paw.  “Hmm,” he said as he read the sign someone had tacked up to the old oak tree.  He heard a friend’s familiar voice from over his shoulder.

				“Hello, Squirrel,” said the voice.

				“Oh,” he said, turning.  “Hello, Honey Badger.”

				Honey Badger squinted at the sign and said, “I have neglected to bring my reading glasses today.  Perhaps you can tell me what the sign says.”

			
			

				“It says here,” Squirrel replied, “that there will be a dance contest on the Green today at noon, and that first prize is a two gallon jar of honey.”

				Honey Badger’s eyes bugged out.  “You’re kidding,” he said.

				Squirrel shook his head.  “It says so right on the sign.”

				“Hmm,” Honey Badger said.  “You must excuse me, Squirrel, but I must go and tell Badger that our plans for this afternoon have changed.”  He tipped his hat and began to walk away in a hurry.

				Squirrel called out after him and said, “Have you ever danced before?”

				Honey Badger looked over his shoulder and said, “No, but that does not concern me.”

				On the couch next to me, Junior sat up straighter and said, “Uh, oh.”

				I smiled.  “Do you sense that there may be a problem with Honey Badger’s plan?”

				“Uh, huh.”  Junior’s enthusiasm for the story banished his sleepiness for a little while, but it couldn’t hold it off for long.

				By the time the dance contest started, Junior’s head was back on my shoulder.  By the time Honey  Badger stepped on Badger’s feet for the fifth time and the two of them were cut from the competition, his eyes were only half open.  

				He woke up some for the finale in which the contest gets down to two couples and Fox decides to go for the win.  He throws his dance partner Chipmunk, who is the mayor’s daughter, high in the air but way off course.  

				Fox then freezes up as Chipmunk sails through the air and towards a great thorn bush that the animals really shouldn’t have set up their dance contest next to if we’re being honest, but anyway.  I will say I think I did a good job drawing the thorns to look very pokey.

				Well, Fox may have frozen up, but Honey Badger does not.  He assesses the problem in an instant and springs to his feet and runs.  He halts at the edge of the thorn bush and leans out like a wide receiver stretching out at the sidelines to try to corral a pass while keeping his toes in bounds, and he catches the mayor’s daughter and keeps her from harm.

				After cheering for a moment, Junior started to get sleepy fast.  By the time the Mayor declares Honey Badger to be the winner of the dance contest for being so brave and quick footed Junior’s eyes were only half open again.  And by the time Honey Badger walks off with Badger on one arm and a giant jar of honey tucked  under the other, Junior was all but asleep.  I put the book down and scooped him up.  I’m biologically 63, but I could still lift and carry Junior when he was four just fine.

				I carried him down a flight of stairs and through a corridor to the central room, then down another flight of stairs to the deck with the personal quarters.  I took a right, laid him down in his bed in his room, dimmed the lights, and told him to have a good nap.  He rolled over and settled deeper into his bed without saying anything.

				I exited his room and closed the door quietly.  I turned to go upstairs, and my foot caught on a black cat that made an outraged meowing yelp.  I pitched forward and lost my balance, and my head descended in an arc that looked like it would end with my head connecting with the opposite side of the hallway.  I let out a little “Ah!” as I tried to get my arms up in front of me so that they could absorb some of the collision.

				And then I came to a halt at a forty five degree angle.  The sensation I had was like what I imagine it would feel like to rest upon a cushion of air, but that wasn’t what had happened.  I was suspended in a local gravity field that had been expertly modified by the 198’s command AI.  I breathed a sigh of relief as I was set back upright.  “Thanks, Pete,” I said.

				“You are welcome, Commander,” Pete said in a robotty voice.

			
			

				I looked down at Vesuvius the cat.  He was rubbing at his whiskers and seemed entirely focused on that.  I asked Pete, “Do you think this cat is actively trying to murder me or what?”  

				Pete said, “I don’t think it is trying to murder you, but I don’t think it is trying not to murder you, either.”

				“Mmm.  So it’s just a cat.”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				About a year before, I had discovered a single cat hair under the book jacket of a complete Shakespeare that my old friend Duncan had given me back on Earth before I left for the Potato.  Andromeda and I decided to make a clone from it so that Junior could have a pet.  I feel like we made the right decision about the cat around sixty percent of the time.

				Vesuvius looked up at me and blinked his enormous green eyes.  

				I rolled my own eyes.  “Come on,” I said.  “Let’s find you something to eat.”  He followed after me with his tail in the air.

				After I had Pete make up a dish of tuna for  the cat, I asked him for two mugs of tea.  When they emerged from the center of the table in the central room, I picked them up and took them to the space that was originally the ship’s lab but which was now the universal headquarters of the Bank of the Void.

				Andromeda sat facing the door behind a large semicircular desk with four vid monitors spaced evenly around its surface.  I could see their displays as small blue squares reflecting off of her eyeglasses.  She didn’t have any adjustments in the lenses.  They were just a part of the business attire she preferred, the same as her navy blue suit and crisp white blouse.  

				I watched the blue eyes behind the lenses shift back and forth as she examined data that impacted far, for more people than had lived on Earth in its entire history.  Many orders of magnitude more.  My new job touched a lot of people, but the Bank of the Void touched nearly everyone, everywhere.

			
			

				Andromeda looked up, saw me, and smiled.  “Alan,” she said.

				I walked to her desk and set her mug of tea on a coaster I’d carved and polished from a flat rock I found during one of my many trips outside the dome.  “Earl Gray for you,” I said.

				“Thank you,” she said.  She sipped and leaned back in her chair and stretched.  “Is Junior asleep?”

				“He is.”

				“I listened in on the story for a minute.  I don’t think I’ve heard that one before.”

				“It’s hot off the presses.”

				“Ah.  I got a call I had to take before the big finish.  I assume Honey Badger made off with the honey?”

				“Oh, no spoilers from me.”

				She laughed quietly.  “So are you off to work?”

				I sipped my own tea.  “I am.  I’m on in five minutes.  What time do you want to have dinner tonight?”

				“Mmm...six?”

				“Six it is.”

				“I can’t wait,” Andromeda said.

				“I’ll see you then.”

				She gave me one more smile and then touched an earpiece and returned her attention to one of her screens.  I left her office and made my way to the library.

				Rebecca was already there and projecting herself  in the far corner of the room at the end of the built in bookshelves.  Rebecca is a sentient AI who is married to Pete.  She had been originally created to be a librarian, and she still served that role on the ship, but she had branched out.

				She wore old fashioned clothing from the early or mid twentieth century – a long tan skirt that was narrow at the waist and wide at the ankle, navy T-strap heels that matched her cardigan sweater, and dangly earrings.  She sat in front of a projected switchboard from the same era that had rows of holes into which she could plug metal-tipped cables.

				She called the whole presentation “1933 Telephone Operator”.  There was no practical reason for it.  She could have assisted me in my work without appearing at all, but she liked to create various characters, and she rotated them every month or two.

				“Good afternoon, Rebecca,” I said.

				“Hello, Maestro.  I’ve got a good lineup for you today.”

				She said that every day.  But then again, she always did have a good lineup for me.  I sipped my tea and made small talk with her for a couple of minutes, and then she said, “Sixty seconds.”

				I stood and retrieved my headset from a drawer under the bookshelves and adjusted it so that it fit  comfortably and the microphone was the right distance from my mouth.  I sat down in the green chair again and gave a thumbs up gesture to Rebecca.  She turned a dial, and the last part of an ad for some kind of insurance product piped in from the speakers around the top of the library.  

				When the ad ended, it was replaced by the recorded song and voice-over Rebecca played every day.  The music was upbeat and the message encouraging.  As it neared its end, Rebecca held up five fingers and then folded them down one at a time until only one remained.  When she pointed the last finger at me, I began to speak.

				“Hello friends.  This is Maestro, coming to you as always from high above the Lemon Tree Moon.  I understand we’ll be starting today with Roger from Rolnak Four, a man who is preoccupied with something he thinks interferes with his enjoyment of life.”

				Rebecca plugged one of her cables into the switchboard in front of her and gave me the go sign.

				“Welcome, Roger,” I said.  I leaned forward in my chair and paused for just a beat before I said the hook line that was also the name of our show.  “Let’s hear all about it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			
			

				Roger from Rolnac Four sounded nervous.  “Hel...hello, Maestro.  I listen to you every day, but, um, I’ve never called in before.”

				I said, “It’s a big universe, Roger.  Everyone is a first time caller.”

				“Yeah, yeah of course,” Roger said as he let out a little chuckle.

				After spending five years living on the Potato, I still struggled to get used to the number of people who lived in human space in the future.  

				The latest census pegged that number at 850,000,000,000,000,000.  By point of comparison, something like thirty thousand people lived in the Realm back on Earth.

				And what I really wasn’t used to was the number of people who listened to my talk show every weekday.  I had a rating of around 2.1, which meant that I reached a little more than two percent of all possible listeners in settled space on an average broadcast day.  And so, my audience was about 18,000,000,000,000,000 listeners.  That’s quadrillion.  With a “q”.  

				I did some public speaking before I came to the Potato, but I never addressed more than a few hundred people at a time on Earth.  So mostly, I tried to ignore the number of people listening in, focus on the caller, and imagine myself having a normal one-on-one  conversation.

				Unlike myself, our advertisers paid a great deal of attention to the size of the audience, and they were very happy with what they saw.  They seemed to be especially excited at my ratings in the 18-year-old to 2000-year-old age bracket.  Younger listeners are more likely to spend money on discretionary items, it seems, and this made ad time on my show highly coveted.

				We got paid in fractions of Void Chips.  As nearly as I could do the math and put it in terms of Realm money, companies paid us about a tenth of a copper per listener to run their spot for toothpaste or beverages or personal vehicles or whatever.  My show ran for an hour and a half, and we stopped for commercials every fifteen minutes, more to give me a break than because we needed more revenue.  

				Measured in Realm coinage, we brought in about ten trillion gold pieces per day.  I don’t know the precise size of King Harold’s holdings, but I’d be surprised if he had more than ten million gold pieces at his disposal.

				So we made a lot of money.

				Being rich in the future was interesting.  There was nothing to buy on the Potato.  We shared most of the things we had, and our factory could make almost anything that didn’t require rare earth elements.  

				Galactic Express could ship things between  worlds, but the pesky physical reality that matter can’t travel faster than the speed of light prevents things from moving too quickly between solar systems.  Items ordered from even the systems nearest to the Lemon Tree Moon system required at least a thirteen year wait between orders being placed and items arriving at your doorstep, and so you had to have a great deal of patience to get things sent from off world.  If you didn’t really want it, there was just no point.

				So I gave most of the money I earned away.  Andromeda did much the same with her vast Bank of the Void holdings. 

				I did think about ordering something called a Ferrari.  I pictured it in my mind sometimes, a beautiful red machine sailing among the stars in a shipping pod at an appreciable fraction of the speed of light.  But I was skeptical that a vehicle with eight inches of ground clearance would be very useful on an asteroid, so I hadn’t ordered it yet.

				Sitting in my green chair, I prompted the caller.  “Why don’t you tell me about your problem, Roger?”

				“Oh, of course.  Well, I was telling your call screener...sometimes I feel, just...trying to keep up with everything is making me very unhappy.”

				“Alright.  Give me an example.  And you’re not alone, Roger.”

			
			

				“OK, right.  Well, there’s a service I use on my slate to keep up with what everyone is doing.”

				“People you know or people you don’t know?”

				“Oh, um, one of each, actually.”

				“I see.  And what happens when you log onto either of those services?”

				“I just...can’t stop looking at them.  I mean, I look up and two hours has gone by, and I’m feeling a lot of stress because I feel like I haven’t seen everything, but I also haven’t really learned anything except that...it’s hard to explain.”

				“I know,” I said.  “But on balance, do you usually feel better or worse when you use the two services?”

				“Well...worse,” Roger from Rolnac Four said.

				“I see.  Roger?”

				“Yes?”

				“Don’t do that.”

				We could have called the show Don’t Do That.  Rebecca and Andromeda thought that it would be better if it had a more neutral name, and so we called the show Let’s Hear All About It, but the advice I gave to about 98% of the callers was, “Don’t do that.”

				The culture in the distant future was strange.  You can’t fully summarize a culture in a single sentence, but a large part of it seemed to revolve around a single idea:  “It’s not your fault.”  Do you gamble too much?   Buy things you can’t afford?  Drink to excess?  Hurt the people who love you?  Spend all of your time keeping up with other people like Roger from Rolnac Four?  It’s not your fault.

				I think EXTs played a big part in creating that attitude.  “We live for 5000 years.  Who can possibly live for that long and not completely screw it up?  It’s not your fault.”  

				That’s not all of it, but it’s a lot of it.

				But that’s not how we felt in the Realm.  Our attitude about things people did to harm themselves or others was, “What are you doing?  Knock it off.”

				I didn’t set out to create a big thing.  I only started doing a show in the first place to work on my language skills.

				People in the future speak Universal, which is kind of like English but kind of not.  Everyone on the Potato when I arrived spoke both languages.  I spent my first year in the future picking up Universal, and I wanted to get really fluent by talking to natives of the future who  weren’t my immediate friends and family.

				I bought time on a single public access network in a single region on a single world – Rextall Seven – and I started doing a show twice a week in the middle of the night on that planet.  I let people call in and talk to me about anything they wanted to, because I was really only there to practice speaking Universal.

				Most of the people wanted advice.  And I gave it to them.  

				They loved it.  There wasn’t anyone else telling them not to do whatever was causing their problems.

				Here’s the thing:  almost all people know what they should and shouldn’t be doing.  My show, and the “don’t do that” advice I give to almost everyone, just does a little bit to wake up the part of my listeners’ minds that already knows what to do.  Or at least, that’s the best I can figure it. 

				The audience grew fast.  My show got picked up  by a network on Rextall Seven and went worldwide.  Then it went system wide, and by the end of the first year, we were on in most of the spiral arm of a galaxy.  Two years after that, we signed with one of the universal networks and the show was available everywhere in human space.

				Roger from Rolnac Four said, “Yeah.  Yeah, OK.  But...you know,” he let out another small laugh.  “One of those two services is how I listen to your show, Maestro.”

				The caller couldn’t see me, but I stood and waved my arms as if I were speaking to him in person.  “What’s that got to do with anything?!” I asked in an exasperated tone.

				In the corner of the library, Rebecca gave me a huge grin and an enthusiastic thumbs up.  Apparently, whenever I told people not to listen to the show, ratings went up.  Rebecca had line graphs that went up and to the right to prove it.

				“Oh!”  Roger said.  “I, ah...I guess nothing.”

				“Right,” I said as I sat back down.  

				“OK.  Well, thank you, Maestro.  I’m going to think a lot about what you’ve said.”

				“That’s very good, Roger.  Thank you for calling in.  Next caller, please.”  I glanced to my right where Rebecca projected text above the chessboard that described the next person’s dilemma in broad strokes.  I  summarized and said, “Next up we have Tiffany from Hansen’s World.  Tiffany feels that her spouse doesn’t understand her, and in response, she is considering having an affair with a coworker who understands her better.  Welcome, Tiffany.”

				“Oh, hello, Maestro.  Thank you for taking my call.”

				“You’re welcome.  And Tiffany?”

				“Oh, um, yes?”	

				“Don’t do that.”

				The caller was silent for a moment, and then said, “But, I...I haven’t told you my story yet.”

				“Don’t do that,” I repeated.

				“Oh.  You’re sure?”	

				“Yes.”

				“Oh.  Well...OK.  I, ah...I won’t then.  Thank you, Maestro.”

				“You’re welcome, Tiffany.  Next caller, please.”

				I took two more calls.  One was from a woman who was considering investing in subprime reverse mortgage collateralized debt obligations.  She seemed relieved when I advised her not to purchase shares in any such venture.  The last call of the segment was from a man who wanted to have implants surgically installed that would make his biceps look bigger.  He seemed saddened by my advice, but maybe he took it eventually.

			
			

				After that caller, Rebecca signaled that it was time for our first commercial break.  “We’ll be right back,” I said.  

				Rebecca cued our theme music, and a few seconds later, she said, “Clear.”  That was my signal that I had two and a half minutes.  I stood and took up my empty teacup and headed down to the central room.  In the corridor, I said, “A bottle of mineral water if you would, Pete.”

				Pete said, “Coming right up, Commander.  Good start to the show today.”

				“Thank you, Pete.”  When I got to the central room, a clear bottle and a bottle opener sat in the middle of the table.  Pete knew I liked to open bottles myself and listen to the hiss of escaping carbonation.  

				I levered the cap off and heard the small but crisp and somehow delightful sound and turned to reverse course.  Just in time, I noticed a black cat walk into my path and try to trip me.  

				I stood up straight, looked down at Vesuvius, and made a V shape with two of my fingers.  I pointed to my own eyes and then to his eyes.  “I’m watching you,” I said.

				Vesuvius flopped on his side, displayed his belly, and started to purr.  I shook my head and started back for the library to start the next segment of my show. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 15

				After the show wrapped, I debriefed with Rebecca for a little while.  We talked about the calls that went well and those that seemed dull, and we matched our feelings up with data from focus groups that Rebecca ran all over settled space.  I think Rebecca liked the game of growing our audience because of the math.  She seemed fascinated by learning which levers to pull so that the show could have a broader reach.

				I found it interesting as well, but mostly because I thought the show actually did some good.  It was a small part of the background of our listeners’ lives, true, but even something like that can be useful.  We’d doubled our audience in the last six months, and it’s better to help eighteen quadrillion people than nine quadrillion people, you know?  I didn’t mind spending time working out how to improve the show and bring in more listeners.

				Rebecca was reading me a fan letter from someone who followed my advice to his benefit when Pete said, “Junior’s alpha waves indicate he will be wakeful in five minutes, Commander.”

				“Thanks, Pete,” I said.  Junior was a good napper, and he usually woke up about the time I was finished with the show.  And if he woke up early, Pete watched  him and entertained him until I was done.

				Rebecca finished the letter and I put my headset back in its drawer.  “It’s always nice to end with a good piece of fan mail,” I said.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				“See you tomorrow, Maestro,” she said before she and the switchboard and everything else she had been projecting in the corner of the library blipped out of sight.

				I stopped by Andromeda’s office for a second.  She was taking handwritten notes on something, but she looked up when she finished her thought.  “Hey,” she said.   

				“I’m going to take Junior to the park.   How’s intergalactic finance?”

				“No surprises so far today.  I liked your second caller.”  She always liked it when I said “don’t do that” without even listening to the caller’s story.  I tried not to overuse that shortcut, but I did use it a few times a week.

				“Are we still on for dinner at six?”

				“Mmm, hmm.”

				“Alright.  I’ll see you then.”

				By the time I got to Junior’s room, he was awake and ready to resume his day.  Little kids, I’ve found, don’t need twenty minutes when they wake up to stretch and groan and reacquaint themselves with being fully conscious.  They’re ready to resume living at full speed  almost immediately upon waking, or so it seems to me.  

				“Can we go play in the park?” Junior asked.

				“Let’s go.”

				He grabbed his toy race car and stuffed it in his pocket, and he ran past me and scampered up the corridor.  I turned around and followed at a more leisurely pace.

				When I exited the 198 and emerged into the small dome we used to park the ship, I could hear the sounds of five young children running amuck coming from beyond the short tunnel that connected the small dome to the main dome.  I took the little hop steps that are best for moving through microgravity, and in a moment I passed through the tunnel and entered the main dome.  

				We have a lot of football fields in the Realm that are well cared for, but there’s just nothing like the lawn of perfect rye grass in the park on the Potato.  The color and the texture and the uniformity of it is just breathtaking.  I suspect the individual blades of grass have more freedom to grow in some optimized way in the microgravity, but for whatever specific reason, the lawn is simply beautiful.

				The kids were playing tag, or some variation of tag.  One of them was sailing over the high jump bar, and another child who seemed to be “it” was rising up from the surface in slow motion trying to catch him.  Aries’ daughter Lynx was in the middle of them directing  traffic as she often did.

				Jack had saved Lynx from the bug attack on the Lemon Tree Moon, and she still had faint scars on two of her fingers from that night.  She loved the little kids, and they loved her.  We planned to reopen the old school on the Potato soon and have Lynx take over as the regular teacher there. 

				I saw Belle and Aries sitting on a park bench across the lawn, and I waved to them and headed over.  Belle and Aries weren’t siblings, exactly, but they were two of the eight kids that John Dawson raised during his original exile to the void, and they had been friends for all of their long lives.  

				Belle had been the Primero of a unified human government, and she was on the Potato so that she could stay involved with things in the distant future.  I scored her in my mind as a retired queen.  We didn’t have any such thing in the Realm, but that’s basically what she was.  Many, many people sought her input, and I think she liked being influential without having the tedious responsibilities of being an active chief executive.  Two of the kids playing in the park belonged to Belle and her husband Orion.  They had decided to have more children many years after raising their first child Persius.	

				Aries was on the Potato for one simple reason:  he loved the Lemon Tree Moon that our asteroid orbited.   The moon was kind of a tragic little world.  It was trapped in a cycle in which it was a paradise for about thirty five years, and then uninhabitable for about fifty five years after each time a devilish species of insect awakened, ate everything on the moon, and then died and decomposed into a witches’ brew of toxic gasses.  A large planet we called Loper with a strange orbit awakened the insects every ninety years or so when it came near to the Lemon Tree Moon’s neck of the woods.  

				Aries longed for the good part of the cycle.  Sometimes he rubbed at his goatee and told me the moon haunted his dreams.  He wanted to hasten the return of its good times, or wait for them if he couldn’t bring them about any sooner.  Two of the little kids in the park were his and his wife Aquarius’.  They had also decided to add to their family long after they first became parents.

				Sometimes I wonder how many children Andromeda and I might have together if we both live for the 5000 or so years that EXTs normally allow a person to live. 

				I reached a short bench that was angled so that the adults could talk to each other while they watched the kids. “Greetings,” I said as I sat down.

				Aries held up a silver thermos.  “Coffee?” he asked.

				“Of course,” I said.  He fished around in a bag at  his feet and produced a mug with a goofy picture of my face on it below the words “Don’t Do That!”  

				We licensed the image everywhere, and it was selling like crazy on t-shirts and coffee mugs all over human space.  Aries thought it was hilarious, and he couldn’t resist having our factory turn out a few mugs.

				He poured, and the steaming brew came tumbling out of the thermos in a small slow-moving waterfall.  There was a technique to pouring liquids in microgravity, but Aries had long since mastered it.

				Belle said, “I liked the caller who wanted bicep implants.”

				I smiled and shook my head.  “Figuring out the right advice for him wasn’t too tough.  How are the bigger picture problems in the real worlds out there today?”

				Belle said, “I’ve been working on energy stuff.  There are a bunch of planets that could generate it a lot more cheaply, but they can’t afford the infrastructure.  I’m working with Andromeda on a lot of plans to spread out the costs.”

				“Yeah – she was talking about that yesterday at dinner.  She said there was one planet you were trying to copy.”

				“Milvor Seven.  They did it right.”

				“That’s it.”  To Aries, I asked, “How goes the dissertation?”

				“Slow and steady wins the race.”  He’d been in a PhD program studying processes for rapidly breaking  down toxic gases ever since I got to the Potato.  He had one of the tiny domes from the 198’s cargo hold set up completely outside the main dome, and he used it to run all manner of experiments on nasty stuff he didn’t want to get anywhere near our main habitat. 

				He’d had a lot of success, and he had a couple of patents on new processes that were interesting.  He hoped to apply what he learned to the Lemon Tree Moon and reduce the number of years it would be uninhabitable after each cycle of emerging bugs.

				I passed a pleasant hour with Belle and Aries making small talk and drinking coffee and watching the kids.  I had a good childhood in the Ozarks, and I wouldn’t trade it.  Still, to be a child and to be able to play in a park where the gravity is so light that you can practically fly...it was hard not to envy the kids a little bit.

				At about four thirty, I led Junior back to the 198 and got his bath running.  I went to the kitchen and  started a lasagna.  Pete could have whipped everything up in no time, but Andromeda and I like to cook for each other.  

				One of the workstations in the central room has a setting that basically makes its surface function as a large hotplate, and I soon had Italian sausage simmering in a pan while I chopped all manner of things up on a cutting board.  Once I had the lasagna prepped, I placed it in the center of the stainless steel table in the central room and Pete lowered it into whatever he has down there that serves as an oven.  “350 Fahrenheit for 45 minutes, Pete,” I said.

				“Yes, Commander,” he replied.  “Add French bread?”

				“If you would.”  I didn’t have time to make a loaf of bread from scratch.  “And iced tea with dinner, as well, please.”

				When Junior was done with his bath, we played cards while we waited on the lasagna.  He beat me at go fish two times out of three.

				Andromeda arrived right at six, and we had dinner together.  Junior filled her in on everything that had happened since she had headed to her office at ten o’clock.  To his eye, the day had been fairly amazing.  He found most days fairly amazing at that age.

				After dinner, I left Andromeda and Junior alone.   She liked to play with him for an hour after dinner and then get him to bed.  I usually spent that time in the medical room with the 198’s medical AI, getting up to speed on techniques and materials and practices we didn’t have in the Realm.

				I was lost in a virtual model of a heart valve when Andromeda poked her head through the door.  “Movie tonight?” she asked.

				I made a swiping motion with my hand and moved the projected image that was between myself and the door.  “Sounds great.”

				“OK.  I want to take a bath – give me half an hour.”

				“OK.”

				“Find something romantic.”

				“Spicy romantic or holding-hands romantic?”  I wiggled my eyebrows.

				She looked up for a moment as if considering.  “Spicy romantic works.”  She smiled at me and headed for the bathroom.

				I looked off to my left at the image of the heart valve.  It seemed much less interesting than it had a minute before.  “Archive the simulation,” I said to the medical AI.

				I went upstairs to the observation room and found a likely movie in about ten minutes.  I still had  some time to kill, and so I dialed through the menu on the screen until I found the next episode of The Brady Bunch.

				I discovered on the Potato that I love sitcoms from the early days of television.  The more they lean on laugh tracks, the funnier I find them.  I’d only discovered The Brady Bunch a few weeks before, and there were tons of episodes I hadn’t seen.  

				I watched one where the oldest sister has a slumber party and her stepbrothers put some kind of itching powder into all of the sleeping bags.  I was just starting another episode when Andromeda joined me on the couch with a towel wrapped around her hair.  “What have we got here?” she asked.

				“It’s an old comedy.  It’s about a blended family that lives in a house with an improbable staircase.”

				“Mmm.  Who’s the older lady?”

				“She’s their live-in maid.”  I lowered my voice and leaned closer to Andromeda.  “I think she steals from them.”

				She started laughing.  “Yeah?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Do they ever show her stealing from them?”

				“Well...not so far.”

				Andromeda started laughing harder.  After a moment, she said, “So have you got a movie for us?”

			
			

				“I do.”

				“And is it spicy?”

				“It appears to be.”

				She nodded and then rotated away a quarter turn.  “Rub my back.”

				I used the remote to roll the movie and started working on the muscles near Andromeda’s shoulders.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

				So there was a lot to like in our lives.  More than a lot, actually.  Andromeda and I had an easy relationship.  We were both entirely self sufficient after many decades spent as single people, but we were better together.  There is a special peace to living under the same roof as your biggest fan.  Or living under the same starship hull, or whatever we had on the 198. 

				Junior was wide awake and alive with the joy of being four years old and constantly discovering new stories and information and aspects of life for the first time.  

				For example.

				I made him a little clockwork locomotive to go with his race car.  I thought he might like to race one against the other, but that wasn’t what captured Junior’s imagination.  His reaction to the little train was utter  astonishment that there could be such a thing as a train at all.

				He spent the next month combing through the 198’s archives and looking at pictures and illustrations of trains on Earth from before the Kinetic War and from colony worlds all over the galaxies.  I ended up making a great number of little cars for the toy locomotive to pull before he turned his attention to a new area of interest.

				So anyway, home life was good, even if Vesuvius seemed to pick his spots and try to topple me on a regular basis.  Andromeda and I both had work that we cared about and that was going well.  So far as I know, it was much the same for the other families who lived on the Potato.  

				But for all of the good things about life on the asteroid, we had one problem.  Or if not quite a problem, something that weighed on the minds of the adults.

				No one from Earth ever came to visit.   

				Jack and his family had brought me to the asteroid five years before, visited briefly, and then ascended the hourglass and gone home.  

				We hadn’t heard from anyone on Earth since.

				It was unprecedented.  It indicated some kind of problem, but we had no way to investigate it, at least not until Pete’s engines were repaired.  

				I grasped a lot of the difficulties, but Andromeda  and Belle and Aries had to go over it with me a few times before I understood all of it.  But here, in a nutshell, was the problem:

				Every black hole in the universe is connected to a void somewhere else in the universe.  Black holes serve as cosmic sorting machines.  They keep matter on the outside trapped in a region of bizarre time near their event horizons, and they capture energy.  

			
			

				Black holes hold onto regular energy almost forever, but dark energy drains out of them through the singularities at their centers.

				“Singularity” is just a label a physicist uses to describe a place where math breaks down and can’t be used to calculate anything.  But what actually sits at the center of black holes is a rip in spacetime made by balls of matter that grow so dense the fabric of reality can’t hold them anymore.

				Dark energy pours through those rips to a region of sorts that exists somewhere outside of space and time, travels along a string, and reemerges into the regular universe at the center of a void.  The pressure from the dark energy pushes everything slowly away from a void’s center and creates a region of empty space.  Some voids are connected to large black holes that have been draining for billions of years, and they have grown very large.  John Dawson was exiled to one of the big  ones, and the eight children that he raised were born on the Potato in the middle of that giant void.

				The original Potato residents had learned that if you parked something directly over the Center of a void and blocked the flow of dark energy, it created a blowback effect that would draw the object into the strange region outside of space and time that everyone just calls the in between place.  

				I’ve been in there many times.  It is haunting and beautiful, and its main feature is the shimmering strings that connect black holes to the voids they drain into.  

				Some of the strings have violet or possibly ultraviolet disks near their tops, and John Dawson’s great grandson Jack learned how to move from one purple-hatted string to another and emerge back into real space in a different void than the one he had started in.  

				Jack taught the technique to many others, and it became the way we shortcut from Earth to the Potato and back again.  That journey takes over two hundred million years to complete travelling entirely through normal space.

				Now, we couldn’t go to Earth or anywhere else outside the Lemon Tree Moon solar system, at least not for awhile.  The only starship we had was the 198, and it was damaged.  We were waiting on Galactic Express to send us replacement components for the engines and  shields that were made with rare earth elements.  We didn’t have those on the Potato in sufficient quantity to have our factory manufacture anything that required them.

				And so, when no one from Earth visited us, we couldn’t try to get to them or even investigate any problem that might exist for more than a decade.  

				We were pretty sure that everyone on Earth hadn’t simultaneously decided that they didn’t like us anymore, and that meant a travelling difficulty of some kind had come up.  We wondered if there might be a problem with the three starships they had on Earth.  But it didn’t seem likely that the Valkyrie-84, 85, and 200 would all lose flightworthiness simultaneously.

				We wondered if there might be a conflict on Earth that prevented them from having the freedom to operate as they wished.  We wondered if there was a problem with the in between place, and if so, whether it would prove to be temporary or permanent.

				It was a frustrating problem, and one that we had no immediate way to solve.  We generated a lot of theories, but we couldn’t test any of them until the Galactic Express shipment arrived and the 198 became fully operational.  

				I have observed for most of my life that when a problem which can’t be solved quickly arises, people  usually take one of two paths.

				Path One is the bad one.  If people take it, they obsess on their problem and can’t get anything done.  They allow their minds to spin endlessly through the same logical loops that don’t lead anywhere, and they often lose too much weight or gain too much weight, get lethargic or restless, or become generally agitated and difficult to be around. 

				I was most definitely like that for a time after Carrie told me that she was going to go to Alabama and she wanted for me to go to City University instead of following her.

				The other path with unsolvable problems - Path Two - seems much better to me.  People who take Path Two silo off the problem they can’t fix and go about their business.  And that doesn’t mean that the difficulty doesn’t come to mind or cause concerns, it just means that people get on with building other things in their lives.  

				John Dawson told me once that people are only happy when they’re creating something, or at least working on creating something, and I think he’s right.   I suspect that building things may be the purpose of our existence, but I’m still fleshing out that idea.  

				Anyway, people who take Path Two don’t forget their problem, but they coexist with it.  They don’t let it  prevent them from advancing other things.

				All of us on the Potato took Path Two.  We all had friends and loved ones on Earth.  We all hoped that some of them would arrive one day and tell us, “Sorry it’s been such a long time!  Funny story about that...”

				But we more or less tabled our worries.  Without saying it out loud, we agreed to live our lives without being preoccupied with the lack of visits from Earth until someone from Earth showed up or the Galactic Express shipment arrived, whichever came first.

				In the end, we had to wait for the shipment.  No one from Earth ever did show up to visit us on the Potato.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Interlude:  Banner Dawson

				I glided through space in the far reaches of Earth’s solar system and towards the airlock door.  I made fine adjustments with the small jets at my spacesuit’s wrists and ankles and slowed my velocity until it matched the Valkyrie-200’s.  I reached the door, spun the great wheel counterclockwise, and gained entry to the ship.

				I closed the door behind me and secured it.  “OK  to cycle, Floyd?”

				“Yes, Commander,” the 200’s AI said.  While the airlock pressurized, I started working at the latches that sealed my helmet to my suit.

				“Can you print out pictures one through four, seven, and nine from my helmet cam, Floyd?”

				“What size and quality?”	

				“Ah...all full sheet, glossy.”

				“Executing.”

				I spent a couple of minutes getting the suit off.  “Is everyone still asleep, Floyd?”

				“Yes, Commander.”

				I’d been awake since three a.m. ship time.  I’m not sure why, but ever since I was a kid, sometimes my body decides that half a night’s sleep is enough and I find myself wide awake in the middle of the night.  I’ve learned I’m much happier if I do something when I’m up instead of just sitting and staring at a wall and wishing I was still asleep.

				Sometimes I found something really good to do in the wee hours of the morning.

				When I got the suit off, I had Floyd open the interior airlock door and climbed the stairs beyond it.  I walked down the corridor on the ship’s main level, and I saw that the light was on in the library.  

				I looked inside and saw a mottled rabbit standing  on the table that held the chessboard between the high backed green chairs.  He was twitching his nose and studying a knight, which was the only chessman on the board.  

				A white mouse stood on his hind legs at the opposite side of the board.  A small carrot was directly behind him.  “Squeak,” the mouse said.

				The rabbit took the knight gently in his mouth, moved it up two squares, paused, moved it over two squares to the left, and set it down.  He looked up at the mouse.

				“Squerk,” the mouse said.  The rabbit returned his attention to the knight and twitched his nose a few more times.  He leaned forward, put his nose next to the knight, and slid it one square to the right.

				“Squeak,” the mouse said.  He rolled the baby carrot to the middle of the board, and the rabbit started to nibble at it.

				I nodded and said to myself, “Good job, Boris.”  I continued down the hall.

				I had Floyd make a pot of coffee and I looked through the pictures he’d printed out.  They were even better in hard copy.  I sat at the round table by myself cracking up and sipping coffee for fifteen minutes, and then I couldn’t wait anymore.  “Hey, Floyd, wake up Jack but nobody else, OK?”  It was only 6:30, and I especially  wanted Jack’s kids to keep sleeping for a little bit longer.

				“Yes, Commander, executing.”

				Floyd used one of the speakers in the second personal quarters to emit a very quiet, very specific sound.  Everyone has a few frequencies that interrupt their sleep cycle, but the specific sounds are different for everybody.

				After a minute, Floyd said, “Jack Ross’ biomarkers indicate wakefulness.”

				“Did anybody else wake up?” 

				“No, Commander.”

				So Jack’s wife Laura and his kids were still sawing logs downstairs in their personal quarters, and so was Alexis in our personal quarters.

				A few minutes later, I heard footsteps on the stairwell that connected the bedrooms to the main level.  Jack emerged into the central room with bare feet and messed up hair.  He kind of grunted at me and headed for the corridor that led to the ship’s main bathroom.  He returned a few minutes later looking somewhat more human.  “S’up?” he said.

				“Morning, Jack,” I said, trying and failing to keep up a good poker face.

				He tilted his head at me and poured himself a cup of coffee.  “Why are you so chipper this morning?”

				“No reason,” I said, smiling.

			
			

				He turned his palms up and said, “What?”

				“I found Pioneer 10,” I said.

				“Pioneer...oh!  Like one of the original space probes?”

				“Yeah.  It was only like an hour out of the way.  They launched it a few years after Armstrong walked on the moon.”

				Grandpa Persius had sent us on a mission to a void waaay beyond Pluto at the far edge of the solar system.  There was a void out there in the Oort Cloud, and he wanted us to investigate whether the purple hats we once used to jump around space might be visible if we entered the in between place from there.	

				“That’s pretty amazing.  It’s been flying for, what...a thousand years?”

				“Almost.”

				“Well are we still by it?”

				“Not really.  I spacewalked to it when we were.”

				“Yeah?”

				“Yeah.”

				“You should have gotten me up!”

				“At four in the morning?”

				“I mean...well, maybe not.”  Jack took a long sip of coffee.  He pointed at me and said, “I want to see it on the way back, though.”

				“Yeah.  I got pictures of it when I was out there.”   I held up the stack of six printouts.

				Jack smiled.  “Let’s see.”  I handed them over.

				I had taken the first four photos as I approached the old spacecraft.  I’d had Floyd use the 200’s exterior lights to illuminate it, and the distinctive shape of the vessel was clearly visible even in the first shot I took when I was the furthest from it.  Old style satellite dish, antenna spread out like a tripod, it really was a marvel of early tech design.

				Jack whistled when he got to the fourth photo in the stack.  A lot of detail was visible on that one.  “Isn’t that something?” he asked.

				“Yep.”  I sipped my coffee and tried again to keep a straight face.

				The fifth photo was a reverse view and showed Pioneer 10 from the other side with the Valkyrie-200 in the background.  “Huh...” Jack said when he saw it.  He shuffled the stack of pictures one more time.

				The last photo was a close up of the golden plate that Pioneer 10 carried out into the universe.  The people who ran the Pioneer Program decided to etch some things into a golden rectangle that they apparently thought would tell our story to any aliens who might one day come across the deep space probe.  

				The golden plate had a little drawing of our solar  system and a directional star map that was supposed to show an alien how to find our star.  It had some binary numbers.  And it had a man and a woman standing side by side, cartoon examples of what humans looked like.

				For whatever reason, they decided to make the cartoon man and woman nude.  

				In my last photo, the anatomically correct man etched in gold was facing forward.  He was holding up his right hand in a friendly wave.  And atop the man’s shoulders, there was a full color cut-out photo of Jack’s smiling face.

				“Hey...” Jack said.

				I burst out laughing.

				“What the hell is this?”

				I pitched forward and started slapping the table.

				Jack said, “I hate you so much sometimes.”  He tried to maintain an angry expression, but he couldn’t do it.  His face split into a grin and he started laughing, too.   “This is actually a really good one,” he said.

				“Right?” We looked at the printout and laughed.

				“How’d you get the picture on there?” Jack asked after awhile.

				“Tweezers and a no-residue adhesive.  I’ll get it off when we pass by it on the way back.”

				Jack looked at the image and shook his head.  “Naw, that’s OK.  If humanity is gonna send a sketch of a naked man out into eternity, he might as well be handsome.”

				That made me laugh even harder.

				We traded stories about pranks we’d played on each other in the past and drank coffee until Alexis came upstairs half an hour later.  We showed her the photos, including the last one, and that got a good laugh out of her.  “So you spacewalked?”

				“Yeah,” I said.

				She shook her head.  She said, “You can do all kinds of new things in the future.”  For myself and Jack and other natives of the Potato, 30th Century Earth was way in the past, but for Alexis and her mother and a handful of other people who survived the Kinetic War, 30th Century Earth was way in the future.  

				Jack took the last picture and said, “I do want to put this last one away before the kids get up.  I’m not explaining all of that this morning.”  He took it to a file  cabinet above one of the workstations and put it in a folder up there.

				Alexis poured herself a cup of coffee and sat by me.  “Do you think we’ll see anything new today?” she asked.

				“I don’t know.  It’d be nice if we saw the purple hats all nice and lined up, but I don’t know what we’ll see.”

				“And Percy doesn’t have any new ideas about why they disappeared?”

				“Not really.  I think he just wants to rule out things that don’t work to narrow down his list of things that might work.”  

				“You don’t think we did anything to screw them up, do you?”

				“The hats?”

				“Yeah.”

				“I don’t really think so, but it’s one of the ideas that Uncle Percy is trying to work with.  I’m hoping that it’s just cyclical.”

				“Like the hats are there sometimes but not other times?”

				“Yeah.  But I don’t have anything other than a hunch that it’s like that.”

				We were going to be at the Center of the new void late in the day.  It was fairly large, and we thought it  would take about three hours from that point for us to ascend the hourglass and enter the in between place and have a look around.

				We weren’t too worried about not being able to get home.  Uncle Percy had sent comm drones into the in between place dozens of times since the problem with the hats emerged, and he’d gone himself several times.  He’d returned OK each time, although without sighting any strings with purple hats or being able to move between strings at all.

				We passed the day, got to the Center of the new void, and waited for dark energy pressure to build up.  Jack put his kids to bed, and he, his wife Laura, Alexis, and I gathered in the observation room.  We jumped into the in between place.  None of us saw anything that resembled a purple hat at the top of any of the strings, and we were unable to slide between them.  

				After we sank down the string we were attached to and returned to normal space, we repeated the process a second time just to be sure.  Three hours later, we again failed to see any purple hats, and we again couldn’t move to any other strings.

				We reported our findings both times to a disappointed but unsurprised Uncle Percy, told Floyd to set a course for home, and went to bed.

				The next day, we passed by Pioneer 10 again.  Jack and I donned spacesuits, went outside, and got a  good look at it.  “It’s amazing you found this old thing,” Jack said.

				“Yeah.  Are you sure you want to leave the picture of your face on there?”

				He looked at the golden plate and considered it for a moment, then he said, “We have to.  It’s too funny.”

				“Yeah,” I said, starting to laugh in my helmet.

				We looked at it for a few more minutes, and then we left the amazing little ship that had been the first to return close up images of Jupiter.  Pioneer 10 continued its trip off to infinity.

				Over the next year, I was part of a few more missions to try to figure out what happened to the purple hats, but we didn’t learn the reason for their disappearance until much later.  

				Eventually, we discovered that we hadn’t done anything to cause any changes to the in between place, and we discovered that the problem wasn’t cyclical.  In the end, the problem had an unexpected cause.  

				The Qrail.   	

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Interlude:  The Qrail

				When the Valkyrie-85 ascended the hourglass in  the extreme future and disappeared from sight, Qrax, the leader of the Qrail, simply could not believe that his prey had escaped his clutches.  He had no physical body, but his reaction was not unlike that of a starving man who lunges for a rabbit, somehow fails to grab it by the ears, and lies upon the ground and stares stupidly at his empty hand.

				When he recovered from his surprise, he spent hours searching for traces of the 85 and its fabulous stores of energy without success.  

				The loss was incalculable, and Qrax knew it.  It had been a trillion trillion trillion trillion trillion trillion trillion years since such an energy source had been available, and there was no realistic hope that one would ever appear again.

				Worse, Qrax had expended almost all of the energy that his people’s vast gossamer nets had managed to harvest from the Hawking radiation that was the principle source of energy available in the era.

				He shut almost everything down save for the small part of the hardware that ran his own consciousness.  He raged for as long as the hardware could operate, and he was raging still when the system depleted its power reserves and cut his musings off in the middle of an angry thought.

				The system then spent the next quintillion years  absorbing Hawking radiation before waking him again.  Because the system was completing a regular cycle of amassing energy and not awakening Qrax because of the emergence of a new energy source, he was not the only one returned to consciousness.

				When he came to, he was projected in a simulated room as a ghostly figure that took on the appearance he’d had back when the Qrail existed in biological bodies.  Projected nearby were three other Qrail:  Qray, the chief engineer, Qroom, the chief philosopher-scientist, and Qreel, the chief mathematician who had been Qroom’s mate back when the term had any meaning for the Qrail.

				The presence of others caused Qrax to tone down the rage he had felt at the end of his last cycle.  He explained to them the encounter with the two unidentified ships and what he had seen when they disappeared.  He expressed shame at failing to secure their energy for the Qrail.  He offered to resign as chief officer.

				The others accepted his resignation and named Qreel the new leader.  She decided that Qrax’s consciousness should return to stasis and that punishment for his actions, if any, should be determined if and when the Qrail were more certain of their ongoing survival.  Qrax accepted her order and shut himself down.

				The three Qrail leaders who remained awake didn’t wake anyone else up.  There were several hundred  of their people who existed in digital form, but allowing them to go active would require energy, and the three members of the Qrail inner circle wanted to use the available energy to try to figure out how the two ships that Qrax encountered had escaped and whether they might follow along to a place more hospitable to life than the extreme future.

				Qray was able to use the records that remote sensors had generated to determine that the mystery ships had arrived together at the instant a small black hole evaporated, and that they had disappeared in the middles of separate voids.  

				When he ran low on energy reserves to continue his analysis, he suggested that they enjoy a small amount of free time and then return to stasis while the system replenished their energy supplies.  The others agreed.

				Qray spent his remaining time in meditation, and Qroom and Qreel spoke mostly of better times in the distant past and of their enduring affection for one another that had lasted for all but the first tiny fraction of 1% of the age of the universe.

				At the next waking cycle, Qray did further study and had bad news for the other two.  “The black hole we’re currently mining will not allow us to collect enough  energy to move the hardware that runs our minds to either of the voids that the unidentified ships used to escape.  We will need a richer energy source if we hope to investigate the voids and try to learn how to use them.”

				“What if we increase the capacity we have to store energy and do not wake ourselves up for much longer intervals?” Qreel asked

				“It still won’t be enough,” Qray said.

				“So, what else is out there for energy besides Hawking radiation?  There must be something we can do.”

				Qray said, “There is, possibly.  Qroom?”

				The philosopher-scientist said, “I believe that eventually, some or possibly all of the black dwarf stars will go nova and release a great deal of energy.”

				“When?” Qreel asked.  

				“Well...forever, nearly.  If I started with a one and then filled an entire printed page after that with zeroes, I might get close to expressing the number of years that must pass.”

				“Can we survive for that long?”

				“If we harvest all of the remaining Hawking radiation from our local black hole over time, and if we never wake up until the era of black dwarf novas so that we can use our stored energy to heat our hardware enough to prevent the matter that composes it from  decaying, then we might possibly survive for as long as that.”

				“Any better ideas?”  Qreel asked.

				“No.”

				“Let’s do it, then,” Qreel said.  

				The three Qrail worked diligently to reprogram their systems, and then, when they had done all they could, they again spent a final hour at their leisure before shutting down.  

				This time, Qray played a game of strategy that was not entirely unlike chess.  He played both sides of the board and studied the possibilities that different moves created and closed off.

				Qroom and Qreel kept to themselves.  Physical intimacy was no longer possible for them, but there was a state their modified selves could enter that allowed them to merge their consciousness, at least to a large degree.  When they took down all the firewalls and integrated themselves, each could fully access all parts of the other’s mind.  It was a powerful experience.  As the hour came near to its end, they reluctantly separated into their individual selves.  

				“I’ll see you downstream,” Qroom said.  It had become the traditional farewell for the explorers of the distant future.

				“I’ll see you downstream,” Qreel replied.

			
			

				When the three woke up again, there were pinpricks of light here and there in the sky.  “You were right!” Qreel said, delighted.  “The black dwarf stars are going nova!”

				The leaders of the Qrail felt great joy, but the joy was to be short lived.  “There are no longer voids here,” Qray said after taking readings on their surroundings.

				“How do you mean there are no voids?” Qreel said.  “The universe is practically nothing but an empty void now!”

				“Yes, but there are no active voids that are growing anywhere that our sensors can measure.  There are no black holes either.”

				“I believe the two things may be connected,” Qroom said.  “One may in fact be a prerequisite for the other.”

				Qreel processed the new information.  “And so...do we need to make our own black hole?”

				Qray said, “Not possible.  At the height of our  empire, we could possibly have managed to make a tiny one.  We’ll need nature to do it for us.”

				“But if...aren’t all the large stars long since gone in this era?”

				“Yes.  But there are three natural ways by which black holes can be made.”

				“And at least one of them may come up now?”

				“Not now, but eventually.  Maybe.”

				Qroom took over.  “A great many black holes formed in the first fiery instants after the creation of the universe.  And later, a lot of black holes formed when large stars reached the end of their active phase and collapsed into a singularity.  The third method is theoretical, but Qray and I agree that the theory is sound.”

				“What’s the third thing that can make black holes, then?”

				“Iron stars.”

			
			

				“Iron stars?”

				“Yes.”

				“And...those are what?”

				“Well, there aren’t any so far, but there likely will be in due course.”

				“When?”

				“In a very, very long time, even by our standards.  You remember the page of a book that starts with a one followed by as many zeroes as the sheet will hold?  We’re going to need another page of zeroes.”

				“At least,” Qray said.  “Maybe two more pages of zeroes.”

				“OK,” Qreel said.  “So in a very, very long time, what happens?”

				“By then, nearly every atom in the universe will be an atom of iron.  Every atom heavier than that will have thrown off subatomic particles until it has decayed into iron, and everything lighter than that will have been drawn together by gravitational forces and squeezed together into atoms of iron.”

				“So...there will be a lot of new stars made of iron?”

				“Mostly made of iron, for a long time.  And they won’t give off light or do most of the things old stars used to do, but they will be massive spheres that give off some radiation, at least until absolutely all of the lighter  atoms fuse together into iron.”

				“Alright.  And then what?”

				Qray and Qroom spent a little while explaining quantum tunnelling and other processes that Qreel didn’t fully follow.  

				“But the end of that process,” Qreel said, “will be that the iron stars collapse into black holes.”

				“We believe so, yes,” Qroom said.

				“And what if they don’t?”

				“Then we barrel along towards the heat death of the universe, and I’m completely out of ideas,” Qray admitted.

				And so Qreel and the others again reprogrammed their systems to release tiny trickles of energy at outrageous intervals to prevent their mind-preserving hardware from being drawn to and crushed by an iron star.  They turned off even the passive monitoring systems to save power and programmed their master system to awaken them at an arbitrary date in a future year so distant that they had to write new code just to get the system to accept it.

				After that, the Qrail leaders spent another final wakeful hour, Qray playing his strategy game, and Qroom and Qreel joining their minds together.  And then they shut themselves down once again.

				

			
			

				The iron stars did indeed form.  Eventually, the universe contained the hardware that carried the minds of the Qrail, an uncountable number of iron stars, and absolutely nothing else at all.

				Even virtual particles stopped forming and annihilating one another.  It seemed that since there were no observers left in the universe – at least none who were awake and active – the virtual particles that prevented an observer from knowing both the value and rate of change of a field were no longer necessary. 

				The universe became a silent, pitch-black, freezing, unchanging place populated by gigantic, perfect spheres of iron.

				There were no thoughts.  There was no energy.  There was no motion.  Everything and every process was at a complete stop, trapped in a changeless state.  

				Time passed, but it might as well not have.  Time is useful for marking intervals between changes.  But in a universe in which nothing changes, time as a concept ceases to have any meaning.

				For a time that might as well have been forever, the motionless, dark, silent spheres of iron held complete dominion, and by any sensible definition, the universe was dead.

				But only things that exist outside of space and time can actually last forever.

			
			

				Eventually, after a length of time that would be meaningless to describe, something happened.

				Over a period of a trillion years, one of the iron stars at the outer periphery of a wildly expanded universe moved one tenth of one tenth of one tenth of an inch closer to another iron star that was its nearest neighbor.  

				Over the next trillion years, it moved two tenths of one tenth of one tenth of an inch, and over the next trillion years it doubled its movement yet again.

				Poets would say that love is the most powerful thing in the universe, and they are likely correct, but unencumbered exponential growth is not to be underestimated.

				Anything that can double at a regular interval eventually becomes a colossal difference maker.  The size of the first step doesn’t matter.  The interval between doubling doesn’t matter.  Once something becomes capable of unchecked exponential growth, it will become a major factor in everything it touches in the fullness of time.

				Halftime in the life of the universe was over, and a new age was beginning.  And every civilization, every empire, and every natural phenomenon large and small that came to exist during the second half of the life of the universe can trace its beginnings to a giant frozen ball of pure iron that moved a tiny fraction of an inch.

			
			

				Except for the Qrail, who pulled off the remarkable trick of surviving from the first half of time to the second.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

				By the day the Galactic Express shipment arrived with the parts we needed to repair the Valkyrie-198, Junior was all knees and elbows, as tall as I was, and his feet seemed impossibly large for his twelve year old frame. 

				Lynx called an early end to the school day so that Junior and the other students could gather and watch the pod touch down in the place John Dawson had used to park the Valkyrie-84 during the years his family mostly lived on the Lemon Tree Moon.  The tunnel connecting that small dome to the main dome was closed, and the tough plastic panels that made up the small dome had separated and opened the area to space.

				The kids were excited because they’d never seen a delivery craft touch down on their world, and kids are always interested in new things.  All five of the adults who had been born on the Potato were excited at the prospect of regaining the ability to travel to the in between place and return to Earth to see John Dawson and the others, or at least to determine why no one from  Earth had come to us.

				I was as excited as they were.  I’d left the Realm behind to pursue Andromeda, and I didn’t regret it for a second.  But still, I hadn’t thought I’d be leaving the Realm for the rest of  my life.

				The delivery pod became visible as a point of light as its thrusters fired and killed off most of its remaining momentum.  The kids cheered, and the adults hugged one another.  It’s one thing to see on a screen that an important delivery is scheduled, but it’s far more exciting to see the mail carrier walking towards your front porch.  

				The delivery pod looked more or less like a submarine.  It was tube shaped, black, and featureless except for thrusters at the rear and a few flashing lights near the nose.

				To a round of cheers, the vessel slowed, slowed, and touched down on its side in the center of the circle that marked the boundary of the small dome.  Right afterward, the great plastic sheets began to knit themselves together.  In minutes, the small dome was intact and repressurized, and we opened the doors in the connecting tunnel and poured through it.

				When we got to the delivery pod, an AI spoke in a woman’s voice through a speaker near the nose.  “Will the valued customer or registered agent of the  valued customer please state your name to give voice authorization to accept the shipment.”

				My wife leaned forward and said, “Andromeda.”

				The AI said, “Voice authorization accepted.  Please stand clear of the front of the delivery pod.”

				Andromeda stepped back and motioned to others to do the same.  She had a great smile on her face.  Everyone did.

				We heard the hiss of escaping gas, and then the sounds of motors engaging.  The nose of the pod opened upward on a hinge.  When it was fully open, a conveyor belt of sorts with wheels at the end began to emerge from the interior of the pod.  It extended out a long way before it stopped.  The gray surface of the new extension began to move slowly, and the crowd gasped in excitement.  I imagined the first of a pair of shiny, brand new Valkyrie main engines rolling out one after the other and gleaming in the light of our orange sun. 

				What came out instead was a box.  It was very large, rectangular, and made of cardboard.  And although it was a big box, it was nowhere near the size of a Valkyrie engine.  

				“What’s this?” Andromeda asked.

				“Box one,” the AI replied.  “When box one is removed from the conveyor belt, box two will be unloaded.  Galactic Express recommends team lifting to  remove box one.  Bend at the knees and not at your back to avoid risk of injury.”

				Andromeda asked, “Are you certain this is a replacement engine for a Valkyrie-class starship?”

				“Yes, valued customer.”

				“Has there...been some improvement in design?”

				“I do not have that information, valued customer.”

				Andromeda and the rest of us stared at the box.  After a moment, Aries pulled out a pocket knife and said, “Sooo...let’s see what we’ve got.”  He opened the knife and carefully moved the blade along some kind of clear tape that ran down the length of the center of the box.  When he finished, he closed the knife and put it back in his pocket.  He opened the box’s flaps, and we all peered inside.

				I saw a lot of white styrofoam and a book that was at least the size of a phone book in an old black-and-white movie.  It had a long red ribbon threaded through a hole that was punched through the entire thing at the top left corner, and the end of the ribbon was tied around a small white bag.  Andromeda tore the top off of the little bag and held it upside down.

				I glanced up and saw that Aries had fished a large clear bag out from beneath the styrofoam.  It was the size of a pillowcase, and it seemed to be filled with bolts.

			
			

				I looked back to Andromeda and watched a little L-shaped object tumble out of the bag connected to the giant book.  It fell slowly in the microgravity until it came to rest in her palm.

				It was an Allen wrench.

				“Ohhh!!” Andromeda hissed, eyes bugging out.  She turned the giant book to a random page about halfway to the back.  I saw a complicated diagram of shapes and an illustration of a stick man who was smiling and holding an Allen wrench.  Most of the text was too small to read from over Andromeda’s shoulder, but I could read one bolded line before she slammed the book shut.  “Step 27,426,” it said.

				“We’ll see about this!!” Andromeda said.  She stalked off, even though stalking off shouldn’t really be possible in microgravity.  

				Andromeda is a calm and loving soul who has spent most of her life quietly helping others.  She only gets angry about once a year, but when she does, she gets her money’s worth.  I very much wanted to see what would happen next.

				“Come on,” I said to Junior.  We followed along at a distance as Andromeda made her way back to the 198.

				When we got to the central room, we could hear that Andromeda had placed a call back in her office.   She must have used the conference setting instead of her headset, because I heard an AI say, “Your call is important to us.  Please stay on the line.”

				The voice was replaced by a peppy tune that seemed familiar but which I couldn’t quite place.  A brass section heavy on trumpets played six notes, and then another brass section heavy on French horns played the same six notes as if it was answering the first.  After a couple of rounds of that, both sections played three sets of five notes together, and then the whole thing repeated itself, except the second section led off and the first section answered.  It was catchy.

				“I know that song,” I said to Junior.  “Where do I know that song from?”  

				Junior shrugged.

				After a minute, my boy got up and started  rummaging through a drawer.  Back in her office, Andromeda made frustrated sounds from time to time.  Once, I heard metal clanging.  I think she kicked over a wastebasket.

				When Junior returned to the table, he had two decks of cards.  He took off his baseball cap, flipped it upside down, and looked at me inquiringly.

				“Oh, absolutely,” I said quietly.  He gave me a deck of cards with red backs, kept a deck with blue backs, and set his upside down cap on the ground about ten feet away from where we were sitting.

				We took turns flipping cards at the hat.  It’s harder than it sounds;  cards swoop and duck and dive in all kinds of unreasonable ways when you let them fly.  

				It was tough to get five cards in a deck to fall into the hat.  If you could get seven or eight, you were virtually certain to win.

				Junior was ahead three to two when the jazzy  music stopped and we heard a new voice on the speakers down in the office.  

				“Thank you for calling Vintage Spaceship Parts, this is Bree, whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

				Andromeda said, in her most no-nonsense tone, “My name is Andromeda.  I am the CEO of the Bank of the Void.  I wish to speak to whoever is in charge there immediately.”

				There was total silence for a few seconds while Bree decided how to handle the situation.  Then:  “I’m going to elevate this to a level two call.  One moment, please.”

				The upbeat music returned, and Andromeda exhaled sharply.  Junior and I exchanged a glance, and we shrugged at each other.  We resumed flipping cards.

				I had just missed the hat with my ace of diamonds when it hit me.  “Three’s Company,” I said.

				“What?” Junior asked.

				“The background music,” I said.  “It’s the theme song from a show called Three’s Company.”

				“Oh,” Junior said.  “I haven’t seen that one.” 

				“It’s about a dopey guy who has two girls for roommates, but he isn’t romantically involved with either one of them.”

				“Ah.”  

			
			

				“Yeah,” I said.  “I think the blonde roommate steals from him.”

				Junior nodded and flipped his seven of spades into the hat dead center. 

				I ended up losing that game six to four, and we picked up the cards and sorted them into two decks.  We were halfway through a new game when the jazzy music stopped again.  

				“Jerome Howell speaking, ma’am.  I’m the president of Vintage Spaceship Parts.  I understand you may have had a problem with your order?”  Jerome sounded nervous to me.  I thought that was a good opening position for him, all things considered.

				“You have advertised and sold me a pair of ‘complete engines’ for a Valkyrie-class starship, and you have sent me a box of parts.”

				“Two boxes, my records show,” Jerome said.  “And a smaller box for restoring the shields.”

				“Mmm,” Andromeda said.  “OK.  Yes.  More than one box.  But that’s not the issue.  Do you know what the issue is, Jerome?”

				“No, ma’am.”  I could hear Jerome bracing himself to receive a screaming rant, but Andromeda isn’t like that, even when she’s angry.

				“The problem, Jerome, is that your advertisement then, and your advertisement now, shows finished  engines, ready to be installed.”

				“Yes, ma’am, plus it indicates ‘some assembly required’.”

				“It most certainly does not.”

				“Yes, ma’am, it does.  If you’ll look on your screen at the lower left of the product page, you’ll see that it does indeed.”

				After a pause of a few seconds, Andromeda said, “Are you referring to the small gray lowercase letters, against a silver background, that read ‘s/a/r’?” 

				“Um...yes, ma’am.  That designation is standard for the industry,” he said.  “We always meet 100% of all legal requirements,” he added hopefully.

				Andromeda said, “I see.  Pete?”

				“Yes, Captain.”

				“Acquire 51% of the voting shares in Vintage Spaceship Parts Corporation.”

				“What is the maximum amount per share I am authorized...”

				“I don’t care.”  

				“Yes, Captain.  Executing.  Twenty percent acquired.  Thirty one.  Forty three.  Fifty one percent stake acquired.”

				I could just barely hear Jerome make a strange little moan that sounded more like a release of pressure that had built to a critical level than like any attempt to  make a statement.

				“Now,” Andromeda said.  “Jerome.  You will do two things.  First, you will change all of our ads to read, at the top, in eighteen point, all caps, red type, ‘Massive Assembly Required’.  What will they all say, Jerome?”

				“Massive assembly required.”

				“Right.  Second, you will remake the manufacturing facilities as soon as is practicable so that we turn out engines that are actually ready for installation.  You may sell our remaining inventory of unassembled engines to consumers if they click an acknowledgement that reads, with no surrounding text whatsoever, ‘I understand that I am buying a box that contains something on the order of half a million parts.  I am a hobbyist, and building a starship engine from that many components is the kind of thing that appeals to me.’  Read the disclaimer back to me, Jerome.”

				Jerome did so.  After he repeated it, he asked, “And...if I do both of those things...I can keep my job?”

				Andromeda left him hanging for nine seconds.  I counted.  

				After nine seconds, she said, “Yes.”

				“I’ll get started on those things right away, ma’am.”

				“See that you do.  Pete, end communication.”

				A few moments later, Andromeda emerged in the  central room.  Her face was flushed, and her expression pained.  

				She looked at me, and then at Junior, and then at the cards scattered around on the floor.  She walked slowly over to the table and sat down, still frowning.  

				She looked at me and at Junior again, and then she asked, “Who’s winning?”

				“I am, Mom,” Junior said.

				Andromeda nodded.  “I’ve got next game,” she said.  Junior smiled and flipped his next card.

				“Green tea, please,” Andromeda said.

				Pete said, “Yes, Captain.” 
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				It took us a little over a year to build the engines.  We had an outrageous number of power tools in the 198’s cargo hold, and so we didn’t actually have to use the Allen wrench that came with the shipment.

				I did use it now and then to complete one or two of the steps when it was my turn to work on the project.  It seemed funny to me to work on a starship engine with a dinky little tool.

				Aries enjoyed the assembly a great deal, I think.  It gave him an excuse to hang out with the Lemon Tree Moon.  He’d work for hours, finishing a step in the  project and then pausing to look at the moon for awhile before tackling the next page of the instruction manual.

				I did my talk show during the time we were slowly assembling the engines, but it started to feel almost like I was taking a victory lap.  

				Everyone else seemed to have doubts that we’d be able to get back to Earth when we fixed the 198.  The others were eager to investigate the in between place, and to figure out why no one from Earth had been by in years, but they didn’t seem confident we’d have any more success getting to Earth than our friends and family from Earth had getting to us.

				I felt differently.  It just seemed to me like if the universe would let me leave Earth, it wouldn’t block me from returning to it.  I had no evidence to support that idea other than my own gut feeling, but gut feelings, I believe, guide a great deal of our lives.  They’ve certainly done so in mine.   

				Did I feel like my wooden football game would create a meaningful first step towards Prince Harold learning to read aloud well?  Did it seem to me that I should go all in and try to help Margaret after she was orphaned?  Did I believe that I could pursue and win Andromeda’s heart, even though I’d only spent a handful of hours with her?  Did I figure that telling my talk show callers not to do whatever they were doing was the best  advice I could give most of them?  

				I have had little to no evidence to support most of the decisions that have given shape and texture and richness to my life.  In my opinion, evidence is for laboratories and courtrooms, but not so much for making personal decisions, at least a lot of the time. 

				At any rate, I was confident that when the ship’s engines were replaced, we’d find our way back to Earth one way or another.  And once we did, it seemed like the radio show might take a back seat to other possibilities.  I still liked doing the show, but I’d done 3200 of them.  I’d given about all the advice I could give.

				I changed how I interacted with the callers.  My voice got less stern and grandfatherly, and more playful, at least with some of them.  I’d listen to their stories, and at the end, instead of delivering my tag line in a dry tone of voice, I’d draw it out.

				I’d say, “Chris,” or something like that.

				“Yes?” the caller would say.

				“You knew what I’d say before you started the story.”

				“Um...yes, Maestro.  I think so.”

				“Mmm, hmm.  Would you like to say it?”

				“What, me?”

				“Yes.”

				“Oh.  No, I, ah...I need to hear you say it.”

			
			

				“Alright.  How about we say it together on three.”

				“Um.  Alright.”

				“One...two...three...”

				“Don’t do that!” The caller and I would say together.  

				“Thank you Chris,” I’d say with a smile.  “Next caller, please.”

				Our ratings were higher than they’d ever been.

				When the Valkyrie engines were finished and we had tested both of them and confirmed that they were functional, I announced to my audience that we’d be airing reruns for awhile.  “I’ve been doing the show for fourteen years straight, friends.  Everyone needs a vacation, including me, and I’ll be taking some time away from the microphone.”

				I got a little bit choked up when I signed off the last show and said, “This has been Maestro from the Lemon Tree Moon system.  Thank you for listening to Let’s Hear All About It.”

				Rebecca said, “Clear,” and I noticed that my eyes were a little bit blurry.  I had another of the gut feelings that I’ve learned to trust.  I couldn’t have expressed specific reasons, but I felt like I knew that the show actually wouldn’t ever be returning.

				I said to Rebecca, “Could I have a moment?”

				“A mo...oh.  Of course.”  She ended the  projection of herself and her producer’s equipment in the corner of the library.  

				I sat in the high backed green chair, removed my headset, and studied it.  It was such a lightweight little thing, and yet it allowed me to connect with a number of people that for practical purposes was infinite.

				I had the kinds of deep thoughts that may only be possible when it seems like a significant page is being turned.  After ten minutes or so, I stood and crossed the room to the drawer under the bookcases where I stored my headset.  I placed the headset inside, and before I closed it up, I spoke to it.  “I’m not sure when we’ll be working again, but be ready,” I said.  

				I closed up the drawer and left the library.

				I spent the next couple of days up on ladders and a lift platform helping to install the new engines on  the 198.  It was a job that would have required a great number of people and pieces of heavy equipment on Earth, but which was quite manageable in the Potato’s microgravity.

				We also completed much simpler repairs to the 198’s shield generator.  The  Galactic Express shipment had contained a new power unit for doing that which was actually assembled, and it only took an hour to swap it out with the damaged unit.  

				We spent a few days testing the new engines.  Everything worked.  We executed hard burns and subtle maneuvers, and we landed on the Lemon Tree Moon with no problems.  The atmosphere was still toxic down there, so we didn’t go outside the ship, but Aries seemed happy just to touch down on the surface.  

				The night after we confirmed that the 198 was fully operational, the seven adults – Lynx was in her early thirties by that point and was the seventh – had a meeting  in the schoolroom.  Andromeda took the lead.

				“Lynx,” she said, “and Alan.  All of us except for the two of you sat in this room a long time ago at a meeting Dad called.  At that time, we were considering whether to attempt to jump the Potato from the old void to where we are now.

				“Dad set up a vote in which he and the eight of us that he raised cast nine secret ballots.  He said that unless the vote was unanimous, we would stay where we were and wouldn’t try the jump.

				“We’re in the same position now, more or less.  Back then, we didn’t know if it was safe to jump an asteroid, or even whether it was possible.  And now, of course, we don’t know what we’ll encounter if we try to ascend the hourglass and get ourselves to the in between place.  We only know that there is some irregularity.

				“I feel strongly that if we take the 198 to one of the nearby voids, we must all go together and not allow for the possibility that some will be stranded if the 198 cannot return to the Potato.  I think everyone agrees with me.”

				There were nods all around the room.  

				“So.  I’ve laid out seven identical strips of paper on the table here.  We’ll go one at a time to the back room and mark them, and then fold them and place them in the jar on the table.  Vote your conscience.  We  will not go if the vote is not unanimous.  Lynx, why don’t you go first.”	

			 	Andromeda sat down.  Lynx stood, took one of the ballots and a pencil, and disappeared for a moment.  She returned and placed her folded ballot in the jar.  

				The rest of us did the same.  When Andromeda read out the votes, they were all seven in favor of going, and there were smiles and a little bit of applause around the room when she read the last ballot.

				Belle said to Andromeda, “You voted this time.”  I knew Andromeda had abstained from the vote on jumping the Potato way back when.

				She said, “Yes.  I figured that if you sit out a key vote once, you are principled, but that if you sit out every key vote, you are chicken.”

				That got a laugh from Belle and everyone else.

				Andromeda said, “Let’s go the day after tomorrow.  Spend tomorrow loading things you can’t do without onto the 198 in case there’s some problem with returning.  And...I guess that’s it.”

				The meeting broke up, and we went to tell the kids how the vote turned out.

				Everyone spent a lot of the next day packing items into the 198.  We weren’t sure if we would be back in a few days or a few weeks or never again.  

				I spent several hours working with the suitcase  droids to load the Void Chips into the 198’s cargo hold.  They were still nominally the basis of humanity’s economic system in the future.  Andromeda debated with herself for a long time and weighed two scenarios.

				Scenario A:  We were permanently separated from the Potato, and eventually someone figured out that it was unguarded, made the very long trip through normal space, and seized the Void Chips.  She figured there was a small but nonzero chance such a thing would cause a panic, or at least some level of chaos, even though the physical chips themselves had no value under universal law unless they were “rightfully acquired and held.”

				Scenario B:  Same thing, except anyone making the long trip to the Potato couldn’t turn up any chips at all when they arrived.  To Andromeda, that seemed much more likely to be scored as a non-problem by the universal monetary system.  

				And so, I oversaw the bots loading all million of the chips into the cargo hold.  

				Andromeda spent the day turning her position at the Bank of the Void over to her number two, who was a long time regional manager two galaxies over.  She trusted him completely to run the Bank, and she said she had been prepping him to do just that for some time.  She retained a legal right to reclaim her leadership role at any time in the next five years.	

			
			

				Everyone had dinner in their own homes.  After dinner, Junior and I set up cots in the library and Andromeda’s office and the observation room where everyone could sleep for as long as our journey lasted.  Even if we just went to the nearest void, determined that we couldn’t get anywhere, and came straight home, there would be at least one overnight period.

				When we finished with that job, I couldn’t find Andromeda.  “Pete, where’s our Captain?” I asked.

				“The Captain is currently under the main dome.”

				“Ah.  Thank you.”  I headed for the airlock, and as soon as I reached it I could hear Andromeda playing her violin in the distance.  I glided in the microgravity down to the surface and made my way to the tunnel to the main dome.

				Andromeda sat on the bench in the park where I had first met her in person.  Her music filled the dome so fully that it seemed the bubble might be inflated by her notes and not by air pressure.

				I am working on a theory that when beautiful music is played beautifully, it can reveal something of the nature of the reality we all move through.  It can be true in some way I haven’t been able to define very well so far.  

				That night, her music seemed true to me more than anything else.

				I walked to the edge of the great lawn and sat  upon the rye grass.  Everyone else listened to Andromeda as well, seated in chairs or on the ground in front of their homes around the perimeter of the park.

				I have no idea how long Andromeda performed;  but to me it seemed a timeless evening.  I sat and watched my lovely wife play her violin with absolute mastery, and I existed in the “eternal now” that Alexis thinks people can enter during times of total contentment.

				The only feature of that stretch of time I can even use to divide it into segments is that for part of it I sat by myself, and for part of it Junior found me and sat next to me.

				For however long it lasted, we all passed part of what we knew might be the last evening on the Potato captivated by Andromeda’s talent and completely at peace.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Interlude:  The Qrail 

				It is said that nature abhors a vacuum, but that’s only true sometimes.  

				If a vacuum comes to exist in a place where something is nearby, then that something will tend to rush  in and populate it as quick as you please.  But there are plenty of times in which the universe is perfectly comfortable with a vacuum.

				What nature actually abhors is a paradox.  A single thing that exists in two different ways simultaneously is not allowed.

				But doesn’t light behave as a particle and a wave?  Yes, but not at the same instant.  Only one at a time.

				But what about Schrodinger’s Cat?  Isn’t that poor old thought experiment of a feline both dead and alive in the box?  Only probabilistically.  The cat inside the box knows very well if he’s alive or not.	

				This all presented special problems for the Qrail, who were the only creatures to survive from the first half of the life of the universe to the second.

			 

				The three Qrail leaders experienced great joy when their master system awakened them after their impossibly long slumber.  They were giddy as only beings who have beaten incredible odds can be.

				They were further delighted that iron stars came to exist, that many of them had behaved as predicted, and that there were black holes in abundance all around them.  The black holes gave off sufficient Hawking radiation to fully refill their energy reserves in a mere  100 trillion years, and after a suitable period of revelry, the Qrail went back to sleep for that length of time.

			
			

				When they next awakened, they had sufficient energy reserves to move their hardware about the universe.  They identified a void in the neighborhood, headed for it, and parked themselves over its Center as Qrax had seen the visiting Valkyrie ships do in the hours before they disappeared.  Qray, Qroom, and Qreel were somewhat tense as they waited for whatever would happen next, but they had been through so much already that none of them expected to fail to survive.  They only had the nerves that come with facing the unknown. 

				When sufficient dark energy pressure built up, they made the special jump that the humans had mastered and entered the in between place.

				They all perceived the majesty of the region – the strings and the pixelly foam and the unique shimmering light that illuminated everything.  They were digital beings, but they were fully independent and sentient and they were able to exist and exercise free will in their new  surroundings.

				Qreel said, “What are the ultraviolet discs high up on some of them?”

				Qray said, “I was wondering the same, although they seem more like very shallow cones to me.”

				“They’re beautiful, whatever they are,” Qreel said.

				A seemingly countless number of strings in the vicinity were topped with ultraviolet hats.  The Qrail hadn’t been to a lot of places during the universe’s low energy era, but the places they had been to spread out as the universe expanded to its maximum size.  

				Qray first noticed that they were in motion.  “We seem to be sinking along this string down towards whatever the froth is down below,” he said.  “What do you suppose happens if we sink into it?”

				Qroom grew a bit panicky.  “I don’t think we should fall...that is, we should try to avoid it until we know what it is.”

				“How?” Qreel asked.

				“I’ve no idea.  But I don’t think...” Qroom trailed off as he found that in his distress, he was able to move himself and the hardware that contained his companions up the string that they seemed to be attached to just by thinking about doing so.

				“Oh!” Qreel exclaimed.  She looked up and saw  that the shallow ultraviolet cone at the top of the string was approaching fast.  “Qroom,” she said.  

				The philosopher-scientist’s wide eyed expression  remained constant.  “Qroom!” she said with more force.  The Qrail continued to rise.

				Qray and Qreel shouted in one voice – “QROOM!!!” – but they rushed towards the shallow cone and cried out in terror and braced for impact and found themselves surrounded by violent violet light.

				And then there was a problem.  

				The problem was this.

				The purple hat couldn’t send the Qrail anywhere.

				The purple hats served as barriers that would allow travelers to the in between place the ability to go back in time no further than they could without creating a paradox.  But for the Qrail, there wasn’t any time like that.

				They had been around in real space for the entire timeline during which the string they rode upon had connected its black hole to its void.  In point of fact, the Qrail had been around for the entire timeline of every string that existed in the in between place when they entered it.

				And so the ultraviolet hat didn’t send them anywhere.  Instead, it buzzed and brought the Qrail to a standstill.  It stopped their progress to prevent a paradox  in which the Qrail existed in two places at once, and that had a dramatic effect on the black hole their string was attached to.

				Back out in normal space, the second most violent thing in the history of the universe happened.  Only the moment of creation had seen a release of more energy in a single instant of time.

				The black hole inverted, and it became a white hole.

				Black holes trap energy in a region from which it cannot escape.  White holes force energy outward with a power that cannot be resisted.  

				All of the energy trapped behind the white hole’s event horizon rushed out at once in a torrent of clean white fire.  It hit the layer of iron atoms that had been stuck in the layer of bizarre slow time around the event horizon and blasted them into lighter elements and subatomic particles.  The force of the energy release blasted some of the subatomic particles into quarks, and a small percentage of the quarks into things smaller still.

				It was fortunate that no living creature existed in the region around the white hole.  Life does not fare well against such irresistible force.

				Back in the in between place, a chain reaction was underway.  The eight ultraviolet hats nearest to the one that the Qrail contacted buzzed and disappeared.   The black holes to which they were connected inverted, became white holes, and disgorged their energy and the matter that surrounded them in all directions at the speed of light.  

				In the in between place, the sixty four ultraviolet hats nearest those that had already reacted buzzed and disappeared, and then the 4096 nearest to them did the same.

				In short order a region of real space as large as the entire universe had been at the time mankind came to exist was awash with heat and light and matter.  In time, gravity would collect much of that raw material into great nebulas that would give birth to the kinds of stars that give off light and heat and tend to spin discs of swirling dust that in time collect into planets.

				Eventually, the chain reaction in the in between place ran out of hats to work with and it fizzled out.  Many of the black holes in normal space did not invert and continued draining dark energy into their voids and slowly evaporating through Hawking radiation.  In short, everything calmed down.

				But there were two final effects of the great conflagration.

				First, the purple hats were gone, but not just those that had been part of the chain reaction and caused the cosmic explosions in normal space.  The hats  were all gone, and “gone” has a different meaning in the in between place, because it does not experience the passage of time. 

				Timelessness is difficult to conceptualize.  But, if we layer in words that describe time, it is not really inaccurate to say that the ultraviolet hats were gone in the past, gone in the present, and gone in the future.  The hats that had existed before the Qrail entered the in between place didn’t cause explosions, but they did disappear as if they had never been.

				The other effect was on the Qrail. 

				When the black hole that their string connected to inverted and became a white hole, the string disappeared.  All the strings around did the same as their own black holes inverted.  

				The Qrail were left unattached to any string at all.  This had never happened to anything that had entered the in between place in the history of the universe.  

				Like a ship that has slipped its moorings, the Qrail found themselves adrift.   

				      

				

			



	


				
				

			

			Part III - The Magic Feather 

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			
			

				Everyone had flown on the 198 at one time or another.  Before we made repairs, the ship’s emergency engines were fine for taking sightseeing tours around the Lemon Tree Moon and around the planet Regal.  But the emergency backups would not have been able to get to the nearest voids out beyond the ice worlds in the Lemon Tree Moon’s solar system for decades.  For a long trip like that, we needed for the 198’s main propulsion system to be fully operational.

				With the new engines installed, we made the journey in short order, and we parked ourselves over the Center of a void and waited.  All of the adults had jumped before, but never in a time when there was reason to think the in between place might be malfunctioning.  The ship was mostly quiet while Pete counted down the time until we would ascend the hourglass.

				Andromeda kept close to me, and as the time to the jump crept closer, she wanted Junior nearby as well, and she asked him to join us in the central room.  I could tell that he wanted to be up in the observation room with his friends, but he’s a loyal son, and he didn’t complain.

				When the time came, there were five of us sitting around the circular table:  myself, Andromeda, Junior, Aries, and Lynx.  When Pete announced ten seconds to the jump, Andromeda took my left hand in her right, and Junior’s right hand in her left.  Aries put his arm around  Lynx protectively and said, “Here we go,” just as I felt the shifffffft...

				We got to the in between place.  It looked normal to me except for the fact that there weren’t any purple hats to be seen on any of the strings.  Normally, there was a long, long row of strings with ultraviolet tops that eventually led back to Earth.

				I heard Junior’s voice, although I think it was only in my mind.  “What are the red lids, Dad?”

				I tried to respond to him.  “I don’t see...oh.”  There were a few strings that had hats, and they were indeed red.  Sort of.  Their color was more like the memory of red.  I could see it, but I had to think about it to see it.  “Hold steady, Junior.  Let me think.”  

				I looked down and saw the strange pixelly foam that was always at the bottom of the in between place.  We were sinking slowly towards it.  

				I could see four of the red hats.  One was at the top of the string we were attached to.  I decided to see if I could guide us to one of the other red hatted strings by sliding.  I used the mental lean that Banner had taught me and I found that I could guide us from our string to the closest red hatted string.

				“Whoa!” I heard Junior say in my mind.

				I planned to guide us back to our original string as soon as we reached the new one, but I never got the  chance.  As soon as we attached ourselves to the next string with the red hat, we started to rise quickly.

				“Hey!” I heard Aries say, his voice full of worry.

				I tried to slide us over or down or anywhere but up, but there was no arresting our progress.  

				“Oh,” I said.  Our ship sailed up and into the cone and was surrounded by a warm and gentle embrace from the strange red light and I was back in the central room with Andromeda’s hand holding my own in a death grip.  “Haaa!” she said, exhaling as much as speaking.

				From upstairs, I heard a collective “Ooh!!” from everyone who was up there.

				“Pete!  Where are we?” I asked.

				“We are in an unknown star system, Commander.”

				“Show me.”

				The large screen in the central room illuminated, and I saw a cosmic show that was striking and unexpected and thoroughly discombobulating for a moment.

				The screen showed a star being eaten alive.  Great jets of yellow gas trailed away from the star and twisted around a nearby blank area that made a perfect sphere.

				“I can see there’s a black hole in this system,” I said.

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“How big is the star, Pete?” Junior asked.  “Compared to Regal’s star?”

			
			

				Pete projected a small circle over the star that covered perhaps 1/20th of its surface.  “Wow,” Junior said.  “It’s a big one, Dad.”

				“Yeah,” I agreed.  “Is there anything else in this solar system, Pete?”

				“There is a gas giant planet in an extremely eccentric orbit.  It will be ejected from the system in less than 1000 years.”

				“Any moons around it?” 

				“No, Commander.  Everything less massive than the gas giant has likely already been ejected from the  system or consumed by the black hole.”

				“Mmm,” I said.  Black holes in the neighborhood do sometimes create chaos with orbits.

				Andromeda said, “So wherever we are, we can’t stay here.”

				“Probably not,” I said.  “Pete, how long can your life support systems maintain the number of people we have aboard?”

				“Eleven point two years, Commander.”

				Andromeda asked, “Is there anything useful we can reach through normal space in less time than that?”

				“No, Captain.” 

				Aries said, “When we were in between, I thought I heard you talking about red hats.  What were you seeing in there?”

				Junior said, “On some of the strings.  There were red lids at the top of three of them.”

				“I saw four,” I said.

			
			

				“I didn’t see anything like that,” Aries said.  “Lynx?”

				“I didn’t either, Daddy.”

				“Andromeda?”

				She shook her head.  “No.”

				“They were there, Mom,” Junior said.

				“I’m sure they were.”  She patted his hand.  “I just didn’t see them.”

				Belle entered the central room soon, and most of the kids who had been upstairs in the observation room were right behind her.  Soon everyone was gathered in the central room.

				We talked for an hour.  No one other than Junior and I had seen the red hats.  

				A memory kept tickling at the back of my mind.  I kept thinking of Old Davy, but in the memory both he and I were young, sitting in a room with stone walls and two tables, drinking coffee and laughing.

				The conversation in the central room entered a second hour.  It was clear that we had to jump again, but we needed time to get used to the idea.  Before our last jump we had suspected something was wrong with the in between place, and now we knew for certain that something was wrong.  Everyone was more apprehensive than they had been before because of that.

				Still, my mind mostly wanted to think about the  day I’d first shared coffee with Davy.  Foolishness, I thought more than once as I tried to dismiss the persistent images.  But then I made a connection.

				“No,” I whispered.  Andromeda was the only person who heard me.  She squinted and then looked up at me with raised eyebrows.  I bit my lip like a boy of ten.  

				Andromeda leaned over.  “What is it?” she whispered in my ear.

				I whispered, “Follow me in a few minutes.”  I stood up and went downstairs to the deck with the personal quarters.

				I entered the room I shared with Andromeda.  Vesuvius was curled up in the center of the bed, and he opened one green eye and looked at me suspiciously before sighing and going back to sleep.

				I began rummaging through a small chest I kept in the bottom of the wardrobe in the room, and I found the small wooden box I was looking for.  I sat in the desk chair and waited for Andromeda.

				She came in a few minutes later.  “What is it?” she asked.

				I opened the box my grandfather had given me long ago and revealed Sir Gregor’s feather.  “Have you ever handled this?” I asked.

				“The feather?”

				“Yes.”

			
			

				“I...no, I don’t think so.  You’ve shown it to me and told me the story.”

				“That’s what I thought.”

				Andromeda sat on the bed by Vesuvius and asked, “Why get it out now?”

				“Because most of the old stories around this feather say that it allowed Sir Gregor to see things that no one else could.  Junior and I are the only ones who can see the red hats, and Junior and I are the only ones on the ship who have touched this feather, so far as I know.”

				“And so...” she closed her eyes, and then opened them again.  “Are you speculating that it has...magical properties of some kind?”

				“Everything is magical until it’s been studied and understood.  The only difference between ‘technology’ and ‘magic’ is that technology is based on experiments that can be repeated.  I want to conduct an experiment with the feather.”

				“So, do you think it’s tech of some kind from before the Kinetic War?”

				“Possibly.  Or it could be from a rare species of bird that had unusual navigational abilities, or it could be something different altogether.  Or it could be just a coincidence that Junior and I are the only ones who can see the red hats.”

			
			

				“I guess?” Andromeda said.  “And so, you’d like me to, what?  Pick it up?”

				“Yes.”

				“Oh.”  She looked at the feather, and then up at me.  “Is it brittle?”

				“Not overly so.”

				Andromeda hesitantly reached down and took hold of the feather by the quill.  She lifted it up a few inches and rotated it by making a small twisting motion with her thumb and forefinger as I had done when my grandfather first showed it to me.  “It is unusual,” she said.

				“So it is.”

				She continued to twist the feather for a moment, and she said, “How long should I look at it?”

				“I think Junior only had it for a couple of minutes.  That should suffice.”

				Andromeda spent that length of time examining the feather and then said, “Good?”

				“I think so.”

				“She placed the feather gently back on its cushion, and I closed the box.

				“And so you think that now I’ll be able to see the red hats as well?”

				“I have no idea,” I admitted.  “I just want to test whether you can or not.”

			
			

				I stood and placed the box back in my chest at the bottom of the wardrobe.

				“We’ll be missed soon,” I said.  

				“Right.”  Andromeda and I went back upstairs and rejoined everyone else.

				The conversation lasted another hour, but in the end we took the obvious course of action.  Andromeda ordered Pete to park us over the Center of the void we had emerged from, and Pete reported that we would be able to jump in four hours.

				A lot of us spent those hours rotating into and out of the observation room.  Being able to observe a black hole feast on a star with your own eyes is compelling.  And looking in wonder at something genuinely amazing beats staring at a wall and worrying.

				When the jump time came near, families drew closer to one another.  In the end, Andromeda and Junior and I were the only ones left in the observation room.  We sat on the couch together as Pete counted down the time to the jump.

				“I can’t wait to see what you can see this time,” I said to Andromeda.

				She nodded, but she looked worried.  

				“It’ll be OK, Mom,” Junior said.  

				She smiled at him.  “Yes.  You’re right.  Let’s see where we get to this time.”

			
			

				Pete counted off the last ten seconds, and then I felt the shifffffft...

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

				I saw the four red hats again.  I assumed that the red hat atop the string we were attached to would lead us right back to the landless solar system in which the black hole consumed the star.  I hoped one of the other three would send us back home to the Potato or to Earth, but I had no certainty about where any of the other three might lead.  

				“Andromeda?” I asked.  “Junior?”  I got no response at all.  Sometimes the in between place allows the odd, ghostly, delayed communication between people, and sometimes it does not.

				The choice was again mine.  I settled on one of the other three strings with a dim red hat, leaned towards it, and slid us along until we reached it.  From that point, no further effort was required.  We rose up until we hit up against the gentle red light.  At the very last second, I thought I saw something like a blinking cursor form in the interior of the dome, but I dismissed that as nerves.

				We emerged back into normal space.  I looked through the observation dome and saw stars in the distance, but nothing at all in our immediate surroundings.  

			
			

				I turned to Andromeda.  “Did you see red hats on any of them that time?”

				“No.  Nothing,” she said.

				“Junior?”  

				“I saw three again, Dad.”

				“Mmm.  Where are we, Pete?”

				“Unknown, Commander.”

				Andromeda asked, “Are we in a star system?”

				“No, Captain.”

				She looked around at the emptiness beyond the dome.

				I asked, “Is there anything at all in our immediate vicinity?”

				“Scanning.  Solar masses:  none.  Planetary masses:  none.  Asteroids:  one.  Other gravity wells:  none.   Energy density within parameters for deep interstellar space.”

				“How far away is the asteroid?”

				“We can reach it in one hour seven minutes.”

				“Take us there, Pete.”

				“Yes, Commander.”  The starfield beyond the dome began to rotate and I could feel the ship begin to accelerate.

				“You don’t want to jump again?” Andromeda asked.

				“Not yet.  There has to be something special  about the four strings with red hats.  We should start examining everything we can find at our stops, I think.”

				“I wish I could see the hats.”

				Junior asked, “You really can’t see them, Mom?”

				She shook her head.  “No.  The strings all look the same to my eye.”  She looked at me.  “I guess the feather isn’t magic after all.”

				I shrugged.  “Just an idea,” I said.

			 	Junior looked at her inquiringly, and she told him about our experiment with the Special Red.  Then Andromeda put her head on my shoulder and looked out the great plaz dome in silence.

				A half minute later, Aries spoke to us over the intercom and we told him where we were headed.  I asked him if anyone wanted to come up to the observation room, but he said Pete was displaying our surroundings on the main screen in the central room and that everyone would watch down there.  Junior wanted to go see his friends, and so Andromeda and I lowered the floor so he could exit the observation room and then raised the floor back up.  We continued watching the nothingness outside and talking quietly.

				Pete brought us to a halt so gradually that I didn’t even notice that the ship was no longer moving until he said, “We have arrived at the asteroid, Commander.”

				“OK,” I said.  “Can you orient the ship so that  it’s visible through the dome?”

				“We are already oriented in the ideal configuration.  There is insufficient visible light in this region of space to illuminate it.”

				Andromeda said, “Well...light it up, Pete.”

				“Yes, Captain.”  The Valkyrie-198’s exterior lights came to life and the asteroid lay right before us.  It only took a moment for my eyes to be drawn to a pattern of mostly triangular rocks on its surface.  They lay along a curve that suggested a neck and a head with open jaws.

				“The Valley of the Dragon,” Andromeda whispered.  

				Just after she said that, Aries’ voice came on over the speaker.  “Is that the Valley of the Dragon?” he asked.

				“It must be,” I said.  

			
			

				“Well then if this is the Potato, then where’s the Lemon Tree Moon?!”  Aries asked.  “And everything else?  Where is it?!”

				“I have no idea.”

				“But you’re seeing the Potato in real space through the plaz?”

				Andromeda said, “We’re looking at it with our own eyes right now, Aries.”

				Aries exhaled loudly.  “I say we land and get back under the dome and talk about this...whole thing before we do any more jumping.”

				“Agreed,” Andromeda said.  “Pete, take us around to our side of the Potato.  Looks like at least one more night under the dome for us.”

				“Yes, Captain.”

				But when we rotated around the Potato, we saw something alarming.  There wasn’t any dome.  It was gone, and so were the smaller domes, and the park, and  everything that might have served as evidence that we had ever been there.

				“Alan?” Andromeda said.

				Over the speaker, Aries asked, “What’s going on?!”

				“Give me a minute to think,” I said.		

				Aries’ voice got even louder, “Where is everything?!”

				Andromeda said, “Pete, mute the speaker.”

				“Yes, Captain.”

				“Thank you,” I said to Andromeda.

				“What are you thinking?” she asked calmly.  

				“I’m thinking...Pete, where is the Potato headed?”

				“Specify timeframe.”

				“I don’t even know approximately what timeframe I mean.  What I want to know is whether it’s headed for the Local Void.  Or possibly away from the Local Void.”

				Andromeda asked, “The original void that Dad was exiled to?”

				I nodded, and at the same time Pete said, “In approximately eighteen million years, the asteroid will cross into the outer reaches of the Local Void.”

				“Um, hum,” I said.  “And how long will it take the Potato to reach the approximate region of the Local Void where you brought Annabelle and Cassiopeia  Dawson to the Potato?”

				“Approximately 223 million years, Commander.”

				“We’re in the past,” Andromeda said.

				I nodded.  “There’s nothing down on the Potato because John Dawson and the rest of us won’t get there for a long, long time.”

				“Do you still wish to land on the surface, Commander?” Pete asked.

				“Not yet Pete.  But unmute the speaker.”  I heard a heated debate in progress down in the central room.  I tilted my head up and said, “We’re coming down.”  I levelled my head and said, “Lower the floor, Pete.”

				We went down to the central room and told everyone what we had learned.

				Belle asked, “But we want to be in the past, don’t we?  The Earth we want to reconnect with is from close to the time Daddy started his journey to the Void, not when he arrived in the Void, right?”

				“Yes,” I said.

				Aries asked, “Can you and Junior at least show us what you see in the in between place?  Draw it, or something?”

				I looked at Junior, and he nodded.  “Sure,” I said.  I walked to the supply cabinet and got two sheets of paper and two markers.  I sat down next to Junior at the circular table and gave a sheet and a marker to him.  

			
			

				“Don’t watch me draw out my diagram.  Just draw your own version of where the red hatted strings were, OK?”

				“OK, Dad.”

				I marked up my page to make it show the positions of the hatted strings the best I could remember them.  I drew three dots fairly close to one another that formed an isosceles triangle, and then I added a fourth dot at the far end of the page.  

				I capped my marker and looked over at Junior’s sheet, and he had drawn just the close together hats.  

				I tapped the end of my marker on one of the dots that formed the triangle.  “This is the one I guided us to when we jumped to the system with the black hole devouring the star.”  I moved my marker to a second dot and said, “Here’s where we are now.”

				I tapped the last of the close together dots and said, “I assume this one still leads to the Lemon Tree Moon, although if we use it, we may not return to the same point in time that we left from.  I’m wondering if the red hats serve to return an observer to his original timeline or something like that, but so far, that’s only a guess.”  I moved my marker to the faraway dot.  “I’m hoping this one leads to Earth.”

				“Do you think it does?” Belle asked.

				I shrugged.  “The way Percy and Banner and  Jack explained it to me, the purple hats, when we had them, would allow you to go to places that you or one of your ancestors had visited.  I suspect that the red hats allow you to travel only to places you’ve been to yourself.  Or maybe to places that someone with you has been to.  Earth is the only other place that I or any of the rest of us has been to.”

				Aries asked, “OK, but what about the black hole system?  You’ve never been there before, and neither have the rest of us.”

				“Possibly.  But I wonder about that.”

				Aries turned his palms up.  “What do you mean?  When would we have been anywhere near there?”	

				I said, “I suspect that you and I and everyone else has been near the gas giant that’s about to be ejected from the system.  I think that planet is Loper.”

				“What?!” Aries exclaimed.

				I said, “Loper is clearly not native to the Lemon Tree Moon system.  It orbits perpendicular to all the other planets, and its orbit is wildly eccentric.  It’s a rogue planet from somewhere that’s been captured by the orange sun’s gravity.  And rogue planets get their start by being kicked out of their own solar systems one way or another.”

				Aries asked, “Pete, was the gas giant in the first system we visited Loper?”

			
			

				“Insufficient data.”

				“Well,” Aries sighed.  “Work with the data you have.  What are the odds that it is?”

				“Calculating executing.  Mass similar reflective index similar atmospheric composition insufficient data mean oblong volume index insufficient data odds of a match sixty one point two percent.”

				Andromeda said, “That doesn’t seem bad for data pulled from a quick scan of a distant object.”	

				Junior asked, “So are we going to go to the far away string that you think leads to Earth, Dad?”

				Everyone waited for my answer.  I actually wanted to try to make it back to Earth in one shot, but the long time experimentalist in me advised an intermediate step first.  “No,” I said.  “I could be wrong in some or all of my thinking.  I think at the very least we should revisit one of the two nearby places and see if my theory holds up.”

				I heard words of general agreement around the room.  “Which one will we go to?” Belle asked.

				“I think we should go back to the string we started on and see if it returns us to the Lemon Tree Moon system, and if so, whether it’s the past or the future when we get there.”

				We discussed that idea for a few minutes, and everyone agreed on it.  Andromeda said, “Pete, take us  back to the little void we emerged from.”

				“Yes, Captain.”

				I watched on the screen as we pulled away from the Potato, and I felt a little bit sad.  Junior and the other kids looked very sad.  “It’s not our home anymore,” Junior said quietly, giving voice to the kids’ shared sentiment.  None of them had ever set foot on any other piece of land in the universe. 

				I smiled at him and at his friends and said, “I don’t think that’s right.  I think the truth is that it’s not our home yet.”    

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

				Only Andromeda, Aries, and I were awake in the small hours of the morning when we made the next jump and I guided us back to our original red hatted string from the table in the central room.   We went upstairs after we reentered normal space, and through the dome we could see Regal’s lovely blue and purple cloud bands in the distance.

				Aries stood and leaned forward.  “The moon’s not there,” he said, sounding crushed.

				“There’s got to be a good chance it’s behind Regal,” Andromeda said.  “Right, Pete?”

				Pete said, “The moon would be obscured by the  planet from this position 42.9% of the time, Captain.”  Aries didn’t look relieved.

				I said, “Let’s have a look.  Take us to the far side of Regal, Pete.”

				“Yes, Commander.”  We started to move through space.

				Andromeda said, “And scan for Loper, Pete.  Tell me its position, or that it’s not in the system.”

				“Yes, Captain executing.  A full scan will require thirty three minutes.”

				I turned to Andromeda and Aries.  “Neither of you saw any hats in there, red or otherwise?” I asked.

				“No,” Aries said.  

				Andromeda shook her head, then asked, “Any new ideas on why you can see them, now that we know it’s not because of a magic feather?”  Aries raised his eyebrows at the mention of the feather.

				I said, “I haven’t ruled the feather completely in or out yet.  But, yes, I do have a new idea.”

				“Which is?”

				“I’ll need to visit the medical room for a bit.”

				Aries asked, “What magic feather?”

				Andromeda smiled.  “I think I’ll stay up here and tell Aries about the feather.”

				I nodded.  “Lower the floor, Pete.”

				When the floor was at its lowest level, I exited the  observation room and went down the stairs to the ship’s main level.  

				Since our latest jump, a new image had come to my mind over and over. It was of the drawing of the moonbow that Margaret made for me the last Christmas her mother was alive.  I had looked at it and smiled a thousand times, and I carried the image in my mind.

				Margaret did such a marvelous job with that drawing.  Her young self had captured the moonbow’s haunting beauty.  There was only one detail that I’d always thought she got wrong, but I had started to wonder if she had actually gotten it right.

				I entered the medical room and asked the medical AI, “Can you run a full scan on my eyes?”

				“Yes, Commander,” a female voice said.  The medical AI on the 198 isn’t sentient, but it is a more than useful system.  I sat on the exam table, and a mechanical arm with a scanning box at the end unfolded from the wall and positioned itself in front of my face.  A second arm that ended just above my head extended as well.  That one contained an array of devices that could deliver medications.  “Please tilt your head back, Commander,”  the medical AI said.

				I did so, and drops fell into my eyes.  They didn’t burn, but they definitely delivered an unusual sensation that somehow made my eyes feel like they’d had a strong cup of coffee.  

				“Wait two minutes for pupil dilation,” the medical AI said.

				“Sure,” I said.  After I had waited for about thirty seconds, I heard a new voice in the room.  “Meow,” it said.

				I blinked and looked down and saw Vesuvius.  I smiled and patted the examination table.  Vesuvius padded over to it, took a great leap, and joined me.  He head butted my hand and I scratched him behind the ears.  He started to purr loudly.

				I do think he tries to murder me sometimes, but cats are excellent companions in the quiet hours, and I was glad to see him.  “Crowded ship these days, eh, cat?”   Vesuvius flopped onto his side in response, and I rubbed his belly.  “Well, we’ll unload these passengers one place or another fairly soon, I think.”

				The medical AI said, “Pupils fully dilated.”  The box with the scanning equipment moved directly in front of my face.  “Please remain motionless and keep your eyes open for thirty seconds, Commander.”  I did as instructed, even though the bright light shining into my eyes made me want to close them.

				Soon, the bright lights winked out.  “Scan complete.”

				“Good,” I said.  “Now, analyze for irregularities in my photoreceptor cells.  Their number, composition, distribution, anything out of the ordinary.”

				“Yes Commander executing.”  

				“Oh, and do you have anything to return my pupils to normal?”

				“Yes, Commander.  Tilt your head back.”  I did so, and two cool drops fell into my eyes.  The light in the room seemed to diminish over the next minute or two until it seemed normal.	

				Shortly after that, the medical AI said, “Analysis complete, one irregularity identified.”  I gave Vesuvius’ ears one more scratch, got off the table, and walked to the room’s single workstation.  I sat in the chair and said, “Show me.”

			
			

				The screen at the workstation displayed a schematic of an eyeball on the left and a numerical table to the right.  The medical AI said, “Number and distribution of rods normal number and distribution of cones normal red cones 32.5% green cones 32.5% blue cones 32.5% unidentified cones 2.5%.”

				“Elaborate on the unidentified cones.”    

				The diagram of the eye was replaced by a pair of images.  “Image A shows normal cones Image B shows one of your irregular cones.”  The image on the left came to a tapered point, kind of like an upside down Christmas tree.  The image on the right was mostly similar, but it flared out just a bit at the end like a trumpet, or perhaps like a pair of pants with a small bellbottom.  I asked, “What is your assessment of the function of the irregular cones?”

				“Insufficient data.”  I smiled at a term that meant, in AI-speak, “I dunno,” or perhaps, “Sheesh, you got me.”

				“I see.  Thank you.”

				“Do you require anything else, Commander?”

				“No, thank you.”

				I actually didn’t really need the AI to tell me what the flared cones could do, but I did want to confirm one thing before I went back to Andromeda and Aries.  “Pete?” 

			
			

				“Yes, Commander.”

				“Show me an image of a rainbow on the screen.”

				“Specify characteristics of the image.”

				“It doesn’t matter.  Just make it an image of a full rainbow.”

				“Yes, Commander.”  The diagrams of cones disappeared.  The image that replaced them was of a brilliant rainbow against a bright blue sky over a field of wheat.  It was a thin, brilliant, perfect arc of seven colors.

				The thing about Margaret’s drawing that had always seemed off to me was the height of the moonbow.  She drew it as a thin arc.  To me, the moonbow that night in the Ozarks hadn’t seemed thin like the image of a rainbow that now appeared on the screen in the medical room, and like the one in Margaret’s drawing, and like every other rainbow I had seen in my life.  The ghostly black-and-white moonbow that night had looked very thick to me, perhaps three times taller than a normal rainbow.  

				I gave Pete one more instruction about the image on the screen, knowing what I’d see before he displayed it.    

				When Sir Gregor spoke about the Special Red, he wasn’t talking about his feather at all.  

				He was talking about a color.

				“Pete, show me what the rainbow would look  like if humans could see infrared light.  Display the new region as pink.”

				“Yes Commander.”

				The image changed.  The new band appeared above the existing part of the rainbow.  It was at least twice as tall as the rest of the rainbow put together.  The arc was now a thick band of eight colors that matched in overall dimensions what I had seen when I looked at the moonbow with Margaret long ago.

				I could see infrared, or at least I could in unusual lighting conditions.

				Sir Gregor, it seems, was able to see infrared light all the time, or at least in more lighting conditions than I could.  I speculated that whatever genetic mutation it was that caused some of the cones in my eyes to flare at the ends had not been watered down by the passing of generations for old Sir Gregor;  he’d had the mutation at full strength.

				When Sir Gregor caught the spy in the dark map room, he’d been able to see his body heat.  When he’d spotted the two assassins in the forest sent to kill Good King John, he’d been able to do the same.

				He’d known his ability was unusual, and strange, and that his contemporaries would likely be afraid of it.  He’d asked Old Davy’s ancestor to change his story twice and to not reveal the scope of the ability to others, and  he’d implied that any unusual abilities he did have were attributable to an unusual lucky feather.

				But when he spoke of the Special Red, he was really talking about what infrared light looked like to him.  Not red, not really.  More like the memory of red.  A color that was only sort of like red.

				The color of the new hats in the in between place.  

				I had gotten the ability to see them from Sir Gregor, and Junior had gotten it from me.  Junior and I were the latest recipients of a genetic mutation that had helped Sir Gregor save his future king, and which was going to get us all back to Earth.

				Pete interrupted my musings.  “System scan complete, Commander.  The planet Loper is not currently in this solar system.”

				“I know,” I said.  “New analysis, Pete.  Study the stars and anything else you can use to fix time and estimate as accurately as you can what year we find ourselves in.”

				“Yes Commander executing.  The calculation may take as long as a day to complete.”

				“That’s OK.”  I had figured it would take him awhile.  I stood up and walked to the exam table.  “Good discoveries tonight, my friend,” I said to Vesuvius.  

				I reached out to scratch his ears one more time  before I left.  Just before I touched him, he slashed out with his claws and cut a knuckle on my pinky finger.

				“Dang it!” I exclaimed.  I gritted my teeth for a moment, and then I held out my hand.  “Medical, fix this.”

				The medical AI said, “Yes, Commander.”  A new arm unfolded from the wall.  When it reached my hand, an antiseptic swab emerged from the side of the arm and wiped away the small amount of blood, and then a cool blue light made a few passes over the little cut until it completely disappeared.

				I pointed at Vesuvius and said, “Bad kitty.”  He looked me directly in the eye and started grooming the back of the paw he’d used to take a swipe at me.

				I frowned, but it was short lived.  I had interesting news to deliver, after all. 

				I left the cat in the medical room and went upstairs to tell Andromeda and Aries about the Special Red.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Interlude:  The Qrail

				After the ultraviolet hats and the string to which  they were attached and all the surrounding strings disappeared, the Qrail began to sink.  They were not tugged down by the force of gravity, because there is no gravity in the in between place.  But in the same way that the in between place holds an exotic substitute for light that allows visitors to see, there is a distant cousin of gravity that guides interlopers gently towards a bottom.

				Normally, the bottom seems to be a frothing sea made of tiny squares that form a shifting foam that many find interesting and unique more than alarming.  If and when visitors contact the foam, they are returned to the precise time and location in normal space from which they entered the in between place.

				But after the purple hats disappeared, the foam looked much different to the Qrail.  The pixels changed, and they took on the appearance of pure white fire.  The Qrail weren’t sure what it was, but nothing more intelligent than a moth heads for something like that.  They applied their mental energies to resist the downward tug of the almost-gravity and stay well above the bottom.

				It was well they did.

				If the Qrail had returned to the time and location from which they had entered the in between place, they would not have found themselves back in a frozen universe of iron stars and black holes.  They would have found themselves in a place where thick walls of gamma  radiation approached them from every possible direction at the speed of light. 

				The Qrail had long, long ago shed their bodies and become creatures of mind, but their minds had to run on hardware.  Their engineers had been among the finest in the history of the universe, and they had successfully designed hardware that could exist essentially forever in the impossibly cold era when the universe reached its maximum expansion and then reversed course and began to draw together again.  But still, even hardware like that would have fared poorly in the midst of a nearly endless series of white hole explosions.

				The Qrail didn’t understand the specifics, but they correctly suspected that they would not survive sinking into the foam of white fire.

				And so, the three of them who were awake adopted a new system of existing.  Two of the three of them were “on watch” at all times, and the other was “at leisure”.  The two on watch traded off using their will to keep the ghostly version of the hardware where they lived above the pixelly foam, and the other, who was “at leisure” pursued whatever they wished.

				The three of them found the system agreeable, and they rotated status every so often.  Their shifts lasted both forever and for no time at all.  Although the in between place exists outside of space and time, events  do happen in a sort of sequence.  

				Eventually, something new occurred.  It happened because, in the in between place, there is a type  of symmetry that does not exist in normal space. 

				In normal space, the second half of the life of the universe is not the same as the first.  There is no second act in which the actors walk backwards and say their lines in reverse.  The second half of time is filled with a new variety of places and creatures and events – there are no do overs. 

				In real space, the principle new phenomenon in the second half of time has to do with the relationship between gravity and dark energy.  During the first half of time, dark energy is stronger, and so the universe expands and everything in it moves further and further apart.  

				During the second half of time, the reverse is true, and gravity is stronger than the pressure exerted by dark energy.  And so, instead of everything slowly spreading out and getting colder, everything instead slowly draws closer and closer together and heats up. 

			
			

				Now, unlike real space, the in between place does have a conversation of sorts between the first half of the life of the universe and the second.  In the odd region of the great strings that connect black holes and voids, things that happen in the outside universe at a specific interval since the beginning of time also happen, or at least cast an echo, at the same interval that remains until the end of time.  And so, something that happens a hundred billion years after the Big Bang can also be perceived a hundred billion years before the Big Squeeze, if you will.

				Sentient creatures attached to a string in the in between place don’t perceive the symmetry, but creatures unattached to any string like the Qrail came to be can see it.

				When John and Annabelle Dawson and Al took the Valkyrie-84 to the far future time they dubbed “The Year 500 Stupid”, they first encountered the Qrail, and they had a rough experience.  At that encounter only Qrax was awake. He had completely lost his reason, and he essentially tried to eat them.  

				John and Annabelle escaped Qrax aboard the 84 by jumping into the in between place and then going home.  About an hour later, Al and those he was trying to rescue did the same aboard the 85.

			
			

				Qreel and Qroom were on watch when the outside universe reached the era in its second half in which the universe would end in a length of time that John and Annabelle Dawson called “500 Stupid” years.  

				A great distance away from the Qrail, a phantom of a ship emerged in the in between place.  Had they been ancient mariners from Earth, the Qrail might have considered the vessel haunted and referred to it as The Flying Dutchman or some other ghost ship out of legend.  

				The ship was the Valkyrie-85, moving away from the start of the universe while the Qrail moved closer to the end of the universe.  It is not entirely inaccurate to say that in a sense the 85 was moving forward in time while the Qrail moved backward in time.  

				When they saw the ship, Qreel and Qroom moved towards it as quickly as thought, and they arrived next to the string the ship was attached to.  Qray joined the two who were on watch, and the three Qrail commenced learning all they could about the ship which was the first new thing in the in between place that any of them could remember. 

				They saw that there was a ghostly purple hat above the string that the phantom of the Valkyrie-85 was  bound to, and that there were others off in the distance.  They debated whether or not to try to contact one of the dim purple hats, but in the end they did not.  They feared their own destruction, and they also feared they might destroy whatever place the ship was headed to.

				The Qrail had determined that the 85 was one of the ships that Qrax had sought to capture.  They felt regret at the terror he had caused, and they wished to try to make amends, if such a thing proved to be possible.   They decided to at least send a message of friendship, if they could.

				They tried and failed to send information directly to the one fully conscious being onboard the ship.  They found they could retrieve information from the mind, but not send any information to it.

				They determined that the being was named Al, and that it was a sentient artificial being that had only moments before gained total independent consciousness.

			 	The Qrail then tried various methods of sending information that Al could perceive, and they found that the perfect half sphere formed by the plaz dome at the top of the 85 could catch and hold information in a way that Al could see.  

				In an attempt to show they were friendly, The Qrail displayed images of meaningful events in Al’s existence that they retrieved from his memory.  And they  tried to speak to him by displaying text on the dome in the language he seemed to use most often.  

				The Qrail wanted for him to know they admired that he had escaped from Qrax, and so they told him that he had done well.

				They wanted for him to be reassured that he could get home, and so they told him that it would soon be time to ride the strings back to where he had come from.

				The Qrail wondered what Al might like to know, and they invited him to ask a question.  When he didn’t reply for a long time, they prompted him again.  

				They were surprised that the being named Al wanted to know about one of the images they had displayed on the plaz dome, and why they had emphasized it by showing it in color.  It was a moving image of the recent moment in which he had gained full independent consciousness.  

				Although wide differences in culture and language and experience made replying to the question difficult for them, the Qrail answered it as best they could and told Al, “__That’s the first thing that ever happened to you__”

				And then the 85 began to move.  It shifted along an almost linear path to a faraway string, rose up, and disappeared into the ghost of a purple hat.

			
			

				Very soon afterwards, another ship emerged in the in between place that was almost identical to the first.  The Qrail determined that it was the Valkyrie-84, and that it was the other ship that Qrax had tried to capture and consume.  They learned that two independent conscious entities were aboard, and that they called themselves John Dawson and Annabelle Dawson.  They learned that they originally came from an era much nearer to the start of time.

				The Qrail tried to communicate with John and Annabelle Dawson, but neither of them sent their consciousness to the room on their ship with the dome, and the Qrail went unnoticed.  The Valkyrie-84 disappeared from the in between place without either human seeing any of the Qrail’s messages.

				After the second ship disappeared, Qreel, Qroom, and Qray discussed the two Valkyries for a long time.  From what they had learned from the information stored in the ships’ systems, they knew that there would be many visits from the humans to the in between place at times that were in the human’s past but which were in the Qrail’s future.  

				The Qrail resumed their rotation of shifts spent “on watch” or “at leisure”, and they waited patiently for the years to pass in the outside universe.

				In the end, there were an astonishing number of  humans who traversed the in between place during an era of phantom red hats that lasted many millions of years.  The Qrail didn’t interact with every human who visited the in between place, but they sent images and text to a meaningful number of them.  They tried to determine what each human they spoke to most needed to know, and they tried to send them information that would prove helpful.  

				After a long time, the era of phantom red hats ended, and a short new era of phantom purple hats began.  Everyone who entered the in between place during that era was tied to John Dawson.  

				Eventually, the Qrail had their final interaction with humans in the in between place, which from the perspective of the humans was the first interaction.  

				The Qrail showed Cassiopeia Dawson images that they hoped would encourage her to not amputate the hand of the man she loved.  When Cassiopeia and the rest of the 198 disappeared, they were again alone.

				The Qrail did not visit with anyone in the in between place after that as they drifted along ever closer to the end of the universe and whatever might follow.  But in time, a single green hat appeared on one of the strings which allowed the Qrail to reenter normal space.

				But exactly what the green hat did, and what caused it to appear, and how the Qrail were able to use  it, and what happened afterwards, is a story for another time.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

				The Lemon Tree Moon was there – it had been hiding behind its planet after all.  We entered a high orbit around Regal, and the moon peeked around the blue and purple cloud bands about ten minutes later.

				It was the middle of the night ship time when we arrived, and most people on the 198 were asleep, but I was with Aries up in the observation room when he spotted the moon.  “There it is!” he exclaimed in a shaky voice that was half joy and half relief.  Lynx was there as well, and she wrapped her father in a hug.  

				I patted him on the back and said, “I’m so glad, Aries.”

				“Yeah.”  He sniffed, and I saw tears in his eyes.  “Hey, Pete, are we at the, ah, you know,” he started.

				“Yes, Aries?” Pete prompted.

				“Are we at the good part of the cycle?”

				“Please specify the cycle.”

				“The bug cycle.  Is the moon in the good or bad part of the bug cycle?”

				“Scanning.”

				I was actually wondering if there were any kind  of bug cycle at all down on the moon.  If the planet Loper triggered each cycle, and if my theory was correct and we were in a part of the timeline before that rogue planet got to the Lemon Tree Moon system...

				Pete said, “Analyzing.   Collating.  The current composition of the moon’s atmosphere is 77% nitrogen 22.7% oxygen 0.3% trace gases.”

				“Any methane?  Or other toxic stuff?” Aries asked hopefully.

			 	“Methane composition 0.0%.  Other toxic gas concentration 0.0%”

				After that, a tear did escape from one of Aries’ eyes and start tracing a path down his cheek.  He closed his eyes and smiled.

				We broke off our orbit around Regal and soon entered a new orbit around the Lemon Tree Moon.  Aries wanted to land at the spot where the residents of the Potato had once set up their colony.  Or where they would one day set up their colony, if we were on the moon 223 million years before they first settled it, as I suspected we were.  

				When we rotated around to that side of the moon, Pete reported, “The latitude and longitude of the old colony is presently submerged.”

				“Oh,” Aries said.  “Is it...under an ocean?”

				“The coordinates of the colony are near the  center of a lake with a median depth of eighteen point four meters.”

				That was the first specific evidence that we were in a new time.

				“Ah, OK,” Aries said.  “Well, touch us down near the lake, then.”

				“Commander?” Pete asked me.  Landings required the authorization of someone Pete recognized as crew.  

				“Oh, yes.  Absolutely.  Set us down.”

				“Yes, Commander, executing.”

				As we descended, I saw more clusters of what seemed to be forests on the surface than I’d noticed before on the moon.  It was the middle of the night ship time, but it was the middle of the day on the part of the moon that was below us, and the landmass down there was covered in vast swaths of green.

				Lynx noticed the expanses far below us as well.  “Look at them,” she said.  

				“They do seem to cover much more of the continent in this era,” I said.  But it wasn’t only that there were more lemon trees.  When we descended lower and  got to within a few hundred yards above the surface, I could see that many of them were larger than any I had seen before.

				“Oh!” Lynx said.  “Daddy, look at the trees!”

				“Some of them must be taller than the 198,” he said in wonder.

				We landed, and some of the treetops were indeed above the level of the observation dome.  The branches on the Goliaths had yellow lemons here and there all the way to their tops.

				“Is there any reason not to go outside, Pete?” Aries asked.

				“I detect no known hazards,” Pete said.

				“Do we need spacesuits?” Lynx asked.

				“No, Lynx.”

				Aries and Lynx exchanged an excited look.  “Lower the floor, Pete,” Lynx said.

				While we were descending, Aries asked, “Should  we wake everyone else up?  Pete, what time is it?”

				“Ship time is two sixteen a.m.”

				“Ah,” Aries said.  “Maybe a quick look around just for us,” he said.

				We exited the observation room and descended the stairs.  The experimentalist in me wanted to grab a few things before we left the ship.  “Let’s stop by the lab for one moment,” I said.  I could tell that Aries didn’t want any delays, but he followed me and so did Lynx.  

				In the lab, I collected a handheld scanner and an Erlenmeyer flask with a stopper.  “For samples,” I said without elaborating.  I had a hunch that I wanted to be able to test when we got outside.  I grabbed a pair of tongs from a drawer and said, “OK.  Let’s go.”

				Aries nodded and led us down to the quiet central room, past the library where Belle and her family slept, and down to the airlock.

				“You first, Daddy,” Lynx said.

				He smiled and rotated the wheel in the outer door.  When he opened the door, warm air that smelled wonderful and alive filled the airlock.  I had breathed recycled air every minute of every day since I’d left Earth.  I hadn’t minded the air on the 198 and under the dome on the Potato, but it was just...there.  It was a neutral presence, neither pleasant nor unpleasant, but it wasn’t uplifting like the fresh air of a living world.  

			
			

				I breathed in deeply and smiled.  

				Aries was already backing down the ladder, and Lynx soon followed him.  She said, “Remember, there’s actual gravity as soon as you step off the ship.”

				“Thank you, I’ll remember.”  It was a reminder worth getting.  It was easy to grow careless moving around the Potato.  The microgravity on the asteroid outside of the 198 and the other personal habitations wasn’t strong enough to cause an injury in a fall, and Pete could manipulate the local gravity field instantly on the ship and prevent falls there.

				I took a good grip on the railing with my hand that wasn’t carrying my equipment and climbed down to the surface.

				Aries was trotting along at a slow jog towards a cluster of Lemon Trees that were all about fifty feet tall.  He had his face tilted up to the orange sun.  He held his arms out and had the palms of his hands facing the sun as well.  Lynx giggled at the sight of him and ran to his side.

				I took small steps and took a 360 degree survey of our surroundings.  I had long wondered why Aries seemed so beholden to the moon, but as I looked around, I got it.  

				It was a paradise.

				Earth has no shortage of wide open spaces, but  it’s just different if no one has ever been to a place at all.  The moon was an entire world waiting to be explored and enjoyed and experienced.  I had never been in a place like it.

				Aries’ hoots and Lynx’s laughter brought me out of my musings.  They were a couple of hundred yards away from me and having a grand time looking up at the tall trees.

				I decided to leave them to their reverie and explore the lake next to the ship.  I was looking for something specific, and to my surprise, it didn’t take me long at all to find it.

				In the tall grasses near the edge of the lake, I spotted a crawling red bug.  “Ah, ha!” I said quietly, delighted that my theory was correct so far.  I stooped over, took hold of the bug with my tongs, and dropped it into my Erlenmeyer flask.  I watched it scurry around in the bottom of the glass container for a moment, and then returned my attention to the tall grasses.  I didn’t plan to collect any more bugs, but I did want to get a rough idea of the number of them.  

				Over the next five minutes or so, I counted eight of them.  They weren’t exactly rare, but they weren’t all over the place, either.  When I saw the last one, I shrugged and picked it up with the tongs and dropped it in my flask next to the first one.  “You can be the control  sample,” I said to it.

				I stoppered the flask and headed off to find Lynx and Aries.

				When I caught up with them, Lynx asked, “What’s in the flask...oh!”  She drew back from it for a moment, instinctively pulling away from captured insects of the type that had nearly killed her and which had destroyed her home.  

				Lynx then squinted and moved her face closer to the flask.  “They’re so small.”

				“That was my first question for you.  I’ve only seen pictures of them, but they did seem kind of puny to me.”

				“Yeah.  They’re about a third of the size of the ones that...where did you find them, anyway?”

				“There are a few over at the edge of the lake,” I said.

				Aries looked at the bugs as well and wrinkled his nose.  “Is one of them dead?” 

				I looked at the flask, and it seemed that the slightly larger bug had killed and started to eat the slightly smaller bug at some point.  “Ah!” I said.  “I hadn’t figured on that.”  I shook the flask a little bit and confirmed that the smaller bug was in fact dead.

				“Is it breaking down into toxic gasses?” Aries asked.

			
			

				“That’s why I wanted to capture one of them if I could find one – to see if they do.”

				Lynx asked, “How did you know they’d be here?”

				“It was just a theory,” I said.  “Creatures that hibernate or go dormant at intervals need a trigger to awaken them.  If Loper isn’t currently in the system, and I don’t think it is, I wondered if the bugs might be active all the time.”

				“Wow,” Aries said, looking at them again.  “You know, they don’t look very intimidating when there are just a couple of them.  And they do seem a lot smaller than when we saw them last time.  Do you think they’re safe to be around?”

				I pointed to the giant trees.  “They don’t seem to be able to cause the lemon trees much trouble in this era.”  In the future, the bugs emerged by the quadrillions and destroyed every lemon tree on the entire moon every ninety years.  “But let’s go back to the lab and see.”

				When we got back inside, I had Pete analyze the air trapped in the Erlenmeyer flask, and he reported no methane and no other toxic gasses of any kind.

				I smiled at Aries.  He stared in disbelief and asked Pete, “Nothing?  You’re sure?”

				“Yes, Aries,” Pete confirmed.

				“So is the moon never uninhabitable?”

				“Insufficient data.” 

			
			

				I said, “Assuming we can get back to Earth, we should come back here with Persius, and maybe Jack, if he can get away.  But so far, so good.”	

				“Yeah,” Aries said with a faraway look in his eye.  “I never thought that...well, at least not since the night of the bug attack...I never thought I’d get to a time when I could settle here to stay.”

				“Well, you may have found such a time, my friend.”  I looked up and addressed the mics in the ceiling.  “Hey, Pete, have you finished analyzing what year this is?”

				“Yes, Commander.  Based on star patterns my best estimate is that we are in the year 2925 AD, plus or minus fifty years, and Loper is not in the system.

				I nodded.  “We’re on my original timeline, or at least close to it.”

				Lynx asked, “So we’re on Earth time?”

				“Well, if by ‘Earth time’ you mean the specific time we left Earth, yes.  But I wonder if...hey, Pete, can you contact the 200 with the ship-to-ship system?”

				The system that linked Valkyrie ships to each other used entangled particles, but it didn’t work when ships were on different parts of the timeline.  The 84 and the 85 didn’t have functional systems, but our 198 and the 200 back on Earth did.

				“Attempting to establish a link, Commander.”

			
			

				And then I heard a familiar voice.  It belonged to a woman who sounded irritated.  “You’re not supposed to be on this channel.  Who is this?”

				I smiled, and for the first time in fourteen years I spoke to the young woman who was in some ways like a daughter to me.  “Hello, Alexis,” I said.

				“Maestro?!” she replied.

				We were in my own time.  All the red hats led to my own time, and I was certain that the last red hat led to Earth.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

				I was right about all of it.

				We got back to Earth, and the infrared hats continued to function differently than had the ultraviolet hats.  The old purple tops would have returned us to the Earth system at the same instant we left it, with perhaps some adjustments thrown in to prevent a paradox.  But the new red hats dropped us off at a time when fourteen years had passed on Earth since I left, which matched up with the fourteen years I had spent on the Potato.  

				The red hats allowed a shortcut through space but not through time.

				It was a joyous scene when we had Pete land the 198 in the cave west of the City.  It’s one thing to  have a reunion after an extended absence, but it’s quite another when everyone involved has wondered for some time whether a reunion would even be possible.  John Dawson gathered the people he had raised on the Potato – Andromeda, Belle, Orion, and Aries – into his arms as soon as they disembarked from the 198 and held onto them for a long time.

				For my part, I was overjoyed to see Jack and Banner and Alexis, all of whom made the trip to the settlement in time for our arrival.

				We passed the kind of happy evening that only a long separation can generate.

				Later that night, everyone was enjoying dessert at one of several tables set up outside the cave and illuminated with lanterns that ran on quark batteries.  A Constable approached me and delivered a message from my onetime student and former employer King Harold.  It read:

			My Dear Alan – 

			Many congratulations on your return.  Please  attend me at your earliest convenience.

			Harold Rex  

				It was interesting to be back in a place with a leader.  There was no government on the Potato, of course.  In the rare cases in which we disagreed, we just talked about whatever the problem was until we didn’t disagree anymore.  But that system doesn’t really work when everyone isn’t related at some level.

				I looked at the letter and smiled.  You’re back in the Realm, Alan, mustn’t ignore the king, I thought to myself.  I read the letter aloud to everyone at the table.  “I guess we’ll head to the City in the morning,” I said.

				Jack clapped his hands.  “You’re gonna love the train!” he said.

				Junior’s eyebrows shot up.  “You have a train?!” he asked.

			
			

				Jack nodded.  “Yep.  It’s one of the improvements we’ve made since your Dad’s been around here.”

				When the sun came up the next morning, I could see it at the south end of town:  a classic black locomotive straight from an old history book or a storybook sat upon shining tracks that led off as far as I could see to the east.  Three passenger cars and a caboose were behind the engine.

				It wasn’t just the train that was new.  I saw new buildings all around John Dawson’s settlement.  It had become a thriving little city in my absence, and I suspected that many people outside of the family had come to live in the areas that were not immediately around the cave.

				There was what appeared to be a business district off to the east, and there were small neighborhoods scattered to the north and west.  Beyond them, farms of  different sizes grew corn and wheat and other crops in orderly rows.  

				Aries had often spoken of the good years on the Lemon Tree Moon, and except for the train, the settlement I saw all around me in western Nebraska matched up with Aries’ descriptions of the old settlement there.  John and Annabelle Dawson, it seemed, had a knack for creating peaceful, functional, visually pleasing places to live and work and grow.  

				I asked them about that later when they joined Andromeda and Junior and myself for breakfast.  Annabelle said, “If we’re all going to live for 5000 years, or if at least most of us are, we have to live in places we like.  We can’t be crammed together too tightly and surrounded by noise and flickering lights all the time.”

				“Right,” John said.  “But we can’t be too isolated, either.  Al and Mercedes and Space Dog got me through a decade OK out in the Void, but you can’t stay sane for anything close to 5000 years without seeing people who matter to you on a regular basis, and so you can’t live too spread out, either.”

				I suspected that John and Annabelle Dawson would do a great deal of good in a world that was just reawakening to the possibility of extraordinary lifespans.  It also struck me how their past experiences, unpleasant though some of them were, had given them points of  view that allowed them to intuit things about designing communities that no one else really could.  History seems to do that – create individuals who are uniquely positioned to help navigate new opportunities and challenges.  

				Soon after breakfast, we boarded the train.  The decor in our car was old fashioned but very comfortable.  I sat next to Jack, and our seats faced two occupied by Junior and Andromeda.

				Jack spent most of the time before we started to roll filling me in on what he’d been working on for the last fourteen years.

				“King Harold and I have got the tech caught up to the 19th Century, and we’re adding new things all the time.  Some of it’s dull but useful like sanitation systems.  Some of it’s fun and useful like the trains.”

				“Where do they run?”

				“The trains?”

				“Yes.”

				“We’ve had the suitcase bots laying track for most of the time you’ve been gone.  We’ve got main lines in four directions from the City, and we’re on one of them.  The other three go southeast through the Omaha District and to the Ozarks, south to the Borderlands, and north up to the new manufacturing district we’ve build up near the Badlands.  We had the 85’s factory construct  several other factories up there, and we turn out a lot of stuff.”

				“Do people have electricity?”

				“Not for everyday use, not yet.  We’re trying to follow the model of the United States for the century or so from the end of their Civil War to the first moon landing, mostly because we know that one worked.  That means sanitation and transportation and improvements to agriculture first, then electricity and communications, then information and computing power.  Of course, we’re shortcutting some things.  Everybody has much better health care than they had in the 19th Century because the doctors have a lot of knowledge the Americans didn’t have yet way back when.  And everyone has access to EXTs, if they want to take them.”

				“So you’re basically trying not to freak everyone out with revolutionizing everything at once.”

				“Right.  His Majesty and I agree that big shocks to the system are better avoided.  We’re in no hurry.  People can live fifty times longer than they could the first time North America built up a modern civilization, so there’s no rush.”

				“I suppose there isn’t...” I felt a small lurch, and I stopped talking.  

				Jack grinned.  “Time to start moving.  You’re gonna like this.”

			
			

				The prairie I could see through the large window immediately to my right started to inch along.

				“Oh!” Junior said.  Andromeda patted his hand.  Her eyes found mine, and I could tell she was thinking of the same thing I was:  Junior as a small boy playing with his toy trains.  She gave me a relaxed, brilliant smile.  There is no sight I like better than seeing Andromeda at “full happy”, as I think of it.  I returned her smile, and then watched Junior’s excited face for a little while.

				Our speed increased gradually from a crawl up to a speed perhaps half again as fast as a good horse at a sprint.  I had always enjoyed watching the world go by from the backs of wagons and the interiors of horse drawn carriages, but there was something magical about the experience from a train.

				The new element, I decided, was the smoothness of our progress.  Our speed didn’t vary with the terrain or the fatigue levels of horses.  We did not bounce about.  We glided over the land at a constant rate, and the effect of the motion was mesmerizing, almost daydreamy.

				Ever since that day, I have sought out excuses to travel by train whenever possible.     

				Later that day, King Harold greeted me warmly in the Tapestry Room.  He wanted a briefing on how we  had managed to return to Earth when no one else had been able to use the in between place as a short cut for some time, but before we got down to that discussion, he called in a few old friends, and someone new of importance as well.

				The first person the king called in was Old Davy.  Despite his age, he jogged to me and wrapped me in a fierce hug and said, “Thank the good Lord you’ve returned and may God bless you and how’ve you been my old friend!”

				Davy is a religious fellow, and I had wondered whether he would have been taking EXTs, but it appeared that he had.  He didn’t look any different than when I had seen him last.  We made excited small talk for a few minutes, and then I said, “I’ve learned what the Special Red is.”

				“No!” Davy said.  

				I nodded.  King Harold raised an eyebrow, and I said, “It’s actually related to the changes in the in between place, in a way.  I’ll give you the full backstory when we get down to that discussion.”

				The king nodded, satisfied.

				Davy was not satisfied.  He looked ready to burst.  “Well what IS IT THEN?!”

				I leaned forward.  “Sir Gregor wasn’t talking about the feather at all.  The Special Red is a color he  could see.  It turns out that I can see it, too, at least sometimes.”

				I wondered if Davy would be disappointed at the revelation that I didn’t have a magic feather, but instead, his face simply lit up.  “Of course it is!!  That makes much more sense!!”  He clapped and did a little dance and generally acted as if a leprechaun had given him two pots of gold.  The king and I were both delighted by his reaction.

				When he calmed down a bit, he said to King Harold, “I thank you for the opportunity to greet my friend, Your Majesty, and I’ll keep you from your business no longer.”

				King Harold started to say that Davy didn’t need to hurry off, but Davy was already halfway to the door.  He wished us one last blessing and left the room.

				The king and I exchanged a few animated remarks about Davy, and then the door to the Tapestry Room opened again.  The first person through it this time was my old apprentice Brian.  He was older – he appeared to be more like 30 than 20 years old – but his eyes were the same, still inquisitive and intelligent, one brown and one blue.  

				As soon as Brian cleared the doorway, a 30 year old version of Princess Claire passed through and stood by his side.  She looked to my eye like a woman of power  and grace who was in full control of her life.  She’ll make a fantastic queen, I thought.  Of course, she may have to wait awhile...  

				The king said, “You know my daughter and my son-in-law.”  Of course they’re married, probably for years now, I thought.

				“Maestro,” they said, almost at the same time. 

				I shook my head.  “I’m so happy to see both of you.”

				A child squeezed his way between them and entered the room.  He looked to be about six years old, and when he spotted me, he asked, “Is this him?”

				Brian said to me, “Our boy Paul here has been hoping to meet the man who invented pegboard football.”

				I laughed aloud.  I turned to King Harold and said, “The old board belongs to him now, does it?”

				The king shook his head.  “No!  It’s my best game!”  Then he winked at me and said, “But he’s allowed to play with it whenever he wishes, which is often.”

				I laughed again and then turned to Brian and Claire’s son.  “It’s true.  I did make that game a long time ago.”

				“Wow!” Prince Paul said with a level of wonder that only a six year old can manage to express.	  

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			
			

				A couple of days later, Andromeda left the guest cabin in the House of the Valkyries that we were temporarily using as a home base and headed to the castle.  The Queen had invited her to have tea with a group of women who were eager to meet her.  Junior was out playing football with Jack’s son Johnny, who was reasonably close to his own age.  I found myself with a few hours on my hands.  I decided to take a walk down the old forest path to see if Margaret was home.

				She was, and she let out a little squeal when she saw who was at her door.  “Alan!!” she said while she wrapped me in an almost crushing hug.  She apologized for not coming to see me already, but said that she had just returned from the Omaha District the night before.  

				I took a seat in her living room and looked around her cabin while she poured us each a cup of tea.  Her foxes were asleep before the fireplace.  One had a notch in an ear, and the other had a white spot near one of his back legs, and so I could tell they were the same foxes she’d had when I left for the Potato.  Margaret and I weren’t the only ones in the cabin who had been taking life extension treatments, it appeared.  I wondered if all the animals she cared for were taking EXTs.  

				On a shelf off to my left, my eye found the original clockwork sailboat I’d made Margaret long ago.   The light blue pipe cleaner version of her was still sailing the seven seas, and she was surrounded by several of my other creations.

				Margaret placed a teacup and a saucer on the small table next to my chair.  “Thank you,” I said.  She sat on a chair facing mine and set her own cup and saucer on a matching table.  

				She looked me over.  “Family life agrees with you,” she said.

				I nodded.  “So it does.”

				“What’s it like living in space?  Not much like the Ozarks, I’ll wager.”

				I smiled.  “It’s more like living in the Ozarks, or living in the City, than you’d think.”

				“How so?”

				I thought about how to put it, then said, “It’s just that if you’re around people you enjoy spending your days with, and if you’re doing things that are interesting, I think the setting actually doesn’t matter all that much.  I mean, yes, the microgravity outside our ship was strange, and the knowledge that I was very far from Earth in both space and time was even stranger, but I didn’t think about those things too much.”

				“Really,” she said, more as a statement than a question.

				“Truly.”

			
			

				“But what did you do all day out there?”

				I told her about my family life, and she was delighted to hear about that.  Then I told her about the radio show.  That took her awhile to conceptualize.  She was aware that tech allowed communication at a distance, but she had only experienced it in the form of one person talking to another person.  She had never considered that one person might talk to a large number of people all at the same time.

				After we talked about intergalactic call in shows, Margaret filled me in on what she had been up to for the last fourteen years.  

				“You’re not the only one with a new job,” she said.

				“No?”  

				She nodded and took a sip of tea.  “For almost the entire time you’ve been gone, I’ve been the Master of Swords at the House of the Valkyries.”

				“Wow!” I said, genuinely surprised.  “So does that mean you’ve rejoined the Order?”

				“No.  Alexis countermanded my exile and offered to reinstate me as a named sister, but I didn’t want to give up my home here and return to being a Valkyrie full  time.”

				“So you’re a contractor.”

				She nodded.  “Of sorts.  Alexis pays me a wage, and I lead sword training four days a week.”

				“Do you spar with the sisters?”

				“Of course.”

				Margaret had frozen her age in her early fifties when she started taking EXTs. I wondered how that would work in a combat setting against women half her age or less.  “How do you fare?” I asked her.

				She gave me a muted but proud smile. “I never lose.”

				I clapped.  “Excellent!”

				Her smile became more full.  “I always was the best with swords, and I still am.”

				I thought of Margaret as the child she had been the night we saw the moonbow and marveled at the skill that lay dormant in her until she joined the Valkyries.   “So Alexis is emphasizing sword fighting?” I asked.

				“Yes,” Margaret said.  She took a sip of tea, and then elaborated.  “She knows that in the future the Vals will be fighting with new things – firearms and energy weapons and all manner of devices that can strike at a distance.  But she’s keen to preserve speed and strength and courage and all of the things that have made the Order formidable for all of its history.  She told me once, ‘Going forward, we’ll be able to push a button and blow someone up, but that’s not fighting.  We must always know how to fight, and be willing to fight, if we are to know when we should press the button.’”

				“Mmm.  She seems to be in King Harold’s position.  It’s a tricky puzzle layering new technology over old systems.”

				Margaret nodded.  “It is.  But both Alexis and the king are doing a good job of it, I think.”

				“They seem to be.  And I’m so pleased that you and Alexis are at peace with one another.”

				“I am as well.  Both of us are improved by it.”

				There was a question I had long wanted to ask, but never had.  It had always seemed inappropriate, but somehow it no longer did.

				“I’ve always wondered, though,” I asked, “when Alexis challenged you for leadership of the Valkyries, why didn’t you choose to fight with swords?  You would  have won, correct?”

				“Mmm.”  Margaret didn’t answer for a moment, and I started to regret asking, but she wasn’t angry.  “I would have defeated her, yes,” Margaret said.  “Without question.  Alexis is a fierce and skilled fighter, but I’m better with swords.  Back in those times, I was far better.”

				“I thought as much.”

				“But you asked if I would have won.  I think not.  I would have killed her, most likely, and killing the best young warrior in the Order would not have been a victory in any sense of the word.  I hoped that by fighting without weapons, we would bloody each other, and that she would eventually yield.  I planned to suspend her exile if that happened and move forward.  I hadn’t appreciated how skilled she was, and I certainly didn’t expect to lose.  She was still a teenager, and that made me underestimate her.”

				“I see.  You don’t have to speak about it anymore, Margaret.”

				“It’s alright.  The unpleasantness is far in the past.”

				“I guess it is at that.  And so you’re friends now?”

				“More or less.  Maybe not quite friends, but no longer enemies.  I spoke to her the day you left.  She knew a little bit about my past, but she didn’t know how similar my story and hers were.  A couple of orphan girls  helped along by Alan Franklin.”

				“Alexis’ mother is quite alive,” I pointed out.

				Margaret smiled.  “Yes, but she wasn’t when Alexis met you, not really.  It’s not easy to raise a daughter when you find yourself frozen in a hibernation pod, I don’t imagine.”

				“No.  That does present unique challenges.”

				“Right.  So we bonded over that, and remaining adversaries seemed foolish to both of us, I think.  And so I’m back with the Valkyries, at least on a part time basis.”

				“I’m happy that’s worked out, Margaret.”

				“I am, too.  Now.  While we’re speaking of uncomfortable things, there’s something I should tell you.”

				“Oh?”  I wondered what she could possibly say that would make me uncomfortable.

				“Carrie passed away when you were gone.”

				All I could do was blink.  I hadn’t been in love with Carrie or even seen her for more than fifty years, but I had been in love with her once, and it seemed unreal to hear that she was gone.  “That’s terrible,” I said quietly.  “Was there some accident, or...”

				“No.  She died of natural causes.  She never did take EXTs.  I wrote to her and offered them to her, and she didn’t want any part of them.  A lot of people are like that.”  

			
			

				Life expectancy in the Realm had been about seventy before EXTs.  I think it was a bit lower in the Dixies’ lands.

				“Yes,” I said.  “I suppose a lot of people would be.”  

				“I didn’t see her often after I came to the City, but we exchanged a couple of letters most years, and I did go to her funeral.  Her children seem to all be doing well, and they had touching things to say about her at the ceremony.  I think she had a nice life.”

				“I’m glad,” I said.  And I was.  “I, ah...yeah.”  I had trouble articulating anything more, even inside my own mind.  I closed my eyes and nodded my head a little bit.  After awhile, I said, “Are you OK?  With the loss?”

				“Yes,” Margaret said.  “I’ve had a few years to get used to it, and Carrie and I grew apart long ago.  It’s alright.”

				“I see.”

				There was a silence for a little while, and then Margaret said, “More tea?”

				“Yes, please.”  She took my cup and walked to her teakettle and left me alone with my thoughts for a few moments.  When she returned and handed me the filled and steaming cup, she said, “There’s actually another recent funeral that touches on you a little bit.”

				“Not another,” I said.  “Whose?”

				“Professor Connors passed last year.”

			
			

				“Ah...” I said.  “No EXTs for him either?”

				“No.”

				I did some arithmetic in my head, and my eyebrows went up.  “He must have been close to a hundred years old.  That’s not bad for an entirely natural lifespan.”

				Margaret nodded.  “Not bad at all.  Jack thinks he was possibly the oldest person in the Realm who never took EXTs.”

				“That may well be correct.”

				“He left you something in his will.”

				“He did?”

				“Yes.  His children gave it to Jack, and Jack didn’t know what he should do with it.  I said I’d keep it until you returned.  Let me go get it.”

				Margaret disappeared for a moment into her bedroom and came back with a small package wrapped in plain brown paper and an envelope.  She handed them to me and sat down in her chair.

				I opened the envelope first.  The note inside said this:

			Mr. Franklin – 

				 I have instructed my children to make sure that  you receive this letter and the accompanying item upon my death.

				I wish for you to know that of all the young men and women I taught over my long career, you have risen the highest and made me the most proud.          

				As a fan of irony, it pleases me to leave my very worst possession to my very finest student.

			Yours truly,

			Randolph Connors

				I laughed and wondered what my old professor would consider his worst possession.  Margaret arched an eyebrow when I laughed, and I read the letter aloud so that she’d be in on the drama.

				“Well,” she said, easing forward on her chair.  “Are you going to open it?”

				I tore the paper gently until it revealed the back of a picture frame.  “Oh, no,” I said.

				“What?” Margaret asked.

				I removed the frame from the paper, braced myself, and flipped it over.  “Aahh!” I said, being mostly playful.

			
			

				It was the sketch of Professor Connors’ aunt.  Her owlish eyebrows were arched as severely as ever, and she looked as if she were very put out that I had taken so long to return to Earth and free her from being wrapped in paper.  

				I turned the frame around and showed Margaret.  “Yikes!” she said.  “Who is that?”		

				“His aunt.”

				“Professor Connors’ aunt?”

				“Yes.”

				“Did he...were they close?”

				“No.”  I told her about the sketch I had once been instructed to steal from his office.

				Margaret chuckled.  “So what are you going to do with your little inheritance there?”

				“Well...” I said, considering.  “I guess I’ll put it in my office, when I set one up.”

				“What?!  Why?  She’s not your relative.”

				“I think I have to.  She’ll haunt me otherwise.”

				Margaret squinted.  ”That’s ridiculous!” she exclaimed.

				I held the frame closer to her and said, “Are you sure?”

				She looked at the sketch at some length.  “Actually...” she said.  

				“Right?”

			
			

				“She probably won’t haunt you.”

				“Well, Professor Connors wasn’t willing to take that chance, and neither am I, so onto a shelf in my office she goes.”

				We laughed for a long time about that.

				We spoke of small things for another hour, and then I told her I needed to get back.  I invited her to lunch with myself and Andromeda and Junior after her training session at the House of the Valkyries on Thursday, and she said she couldn’t wait to meet my wife and son.

			
			

				I hugged her at the door and started down the forest path that led back to the City.      

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

				We spent two more weeks on Earth.  The highlights for me were passing time with Duncan and touring his expanded archives, working in the lab with Jack on new projects he was tackling, and a long train ride out to the Ozarks with Andromeda and Junior.  

				The trip to my boyhood home that once took three days by stagecoach now took less than a day each way by train.  When we arrived, I showed my wife and son where I had grown up, and I paid my respects to my parents and grandparents in the cemetery where they had been laid to rest.  I took my family out to the falls as well and showed them the rainbow that the spray at the bottom always generated during the daylight hours when the sun was low on the horizon behind an observer.

			
			

				I couldn’t see the infrared in the normal rainbow;  I could only see the seven colors that everyone can perceive.  I can only perceive infrared in certain oddball lighting conditions.

				When we got back to the City, Persius was waiting for me.  He was enormously interested in learning about the infrared hats, and Jack was eager to visit the Lemon Tree Moon.

				Jack had been something of the planetary naturalist when John Dawson’s family had established a colony there, and he and Persius both wanted to study whether the moon was now permanently habitable.  Aries was of course excited to return to the moon as well.

				And so, we planned an expedition.

				John Dawson wanted to join us on the trip, but for a different reason.  He explained it like this:  “It bugs me that the Potato is floating along out in the universe without any sign that we were ever there.  In a lot of ways, that little rock gave me everything I have, and I want to stay connected to it.  I want to visit it and set up a dome in this era.”

				“And get the park going again?”

				He nodded.  “And get the park going again, yep.”

				“A second stop on the trip sounds OK to me,” I said.  “How long do you want to stay there?  King Harold  wants to know our return date.  He has projects for me to tackle when we get back.”

				“Two days, maybe?” Dawson said.  “I’d like to at least lay the groundwork to put things back the way they were when we all lived there.  I want to set up a factory to process oxygen out of the rock, and I want to set up the perimeter of a dome that can be inflated when we have enough oxygen.”

				I smiled.  “I like it,” I said.  “And I’ll be glad to help.”

				A few days later, my family, and Jack’s, and Aries’ boarded the Valkyrie-84.  Persius and John and Annabelle Dawson were already aboard.  We headed up above the plane of the solar system to what everyone called the North Star Void.

				During the overnight hours on the trip up to the small void, I didn’t sleep well.  It has been true throughout my life that during the first night spent in a new location, I don’t sleep through.  The cot in the 84’s reading room wasn’t uncomfortable, and I had spent thousands of hours doing my call in show in a nearly identical room on the 198, but still, I was up at two in the morning with no realistic chance of falling back asleep.

				I tiptoed around Andromeda’s and Junior’s cots  and made my way to the hub room, as John Dawson calls his central room.

				I whispered to Al and asked him to make me an herbal tea.  When it rose up to the center of the large circular table, I said, “Thanks, Al.  Is anyone else awake, perchance?”

				At a very low volume, Al said, “Number One is awake in the observation room.  We are watching He-Man.”

				“Oh!” I whispered.  That sounded great.

				When I got to the observation room, I saw John leaning back on the brown couch.  On the screen in front of him, a cartoon redheaded woman wearing tall white boots was using a quarterstaff to light up a guy who looked kind of like a werewolf.

				I cleared my throat, and John Dawson turned in my direction.  “Alan,” he said with a smile.  “Pull up a couch cushion.”

				I sat on the other end of the couch.  I nodded to the screen and asked, “Who’ve we got here?”

				“Teela and Beast Man.  She’s communicating to him that bullying the Hobbit-looking people is not cool.”

				Beast Man took a few more licks from the quarterstaff and then made a hasty retreat.  “Looks like he’s gotten the message,” I observed

				“Um, hum.”  John turned to me.  “Is it possible  that you’ve never seen He-Man?”

				I shook my head.  “I’ve heard Jack and Banner quote it and rave about it and apply its, ah, wisdom to events from time to time, but no, I’ve never gotten around to watching it.”

				“Well, then, you’ve picked a good night for a bout of insomnia, my friend.”

				We settled in.  Al and John took turns filling me in on the finer points of the show.  I’m not sure which of them was more enthusiastic.

				We watched three or four episodes, and Beast Man was in all but one of them.  He worked for the head bad guy, who was a skull-headed fellow named Skeletor.  Beast Man seemed relatively willing to follow orders, but he wasn’t too bright.  He-Man and his friends rarely had much of a challenge roadblocking his efforts to cause trouble.  

				One of Beast Man’s scenes really caught my attention.  In it, he encourages another of Skeletor’s henchmen to go and check on a prisoner, even though the prisoner is already well guarded and being held in an energy cage that should have been impossible to escape from.

				“Does he do that kind of thing a lot?” I asked John.

				“What’s that?”

			
			

				“Contrive excuses to be alone in...where do they work?  Snake Mountain?”

				“Snake Mountain, yeah.  Um...I don’t know.  Sometimes, I guess.  Al?”

				“There are four scenes in the original series in which Beast Man takes actions that result in him being left alone in an area in Snake Mountain, Number One.”

				“Uh, huh,” I said.  “And so...does Beast Man ever seem to have anything that he shouldn’t be able to afford?  Maybe a vehicle or an enchanted weapon or something like that?”

				John turned to me with an amused look on his face.  “So, wait, do you think Beast Man is ripping off Skeletor?”

				“Yes,” I said.  “He’s definitely ripping off Skeletor.”

				John started laughing.  “There’s never anything like that.”

				“It’s always implied on these old shows,” I said.

				John started laughing harder.  “I just...I don’t think so.  I’ve seen all of these episodes maybe...thirty times?  Is that about right, Al?”

				“The median number is thirty-two you have watched the ice man episode sixty-three times.”

				“Yeah,” John said.  “And I’ve never noticed anything like that.”

			
			

				I nodded.  “But you haven’t been looking for it.”

				“Well...no.”

				I said, “I’ll bet you one mark that by the end of the next time you watch the complete series, you will believe it is more likely than not that Beast Man is stealing from Skeletor.”

				“Oh, you’re on,” John said.  He extended his hand, and I shook it.

				I got a nap in the late morning about the time Al parked the 84 over the Center of the North Star Void.  Late that afternoon, I was awake and ready, and I used the infrared hats to navigate us to the Lemon Tree Moon system with no difficulty.

				The 84 soon touched down in about the same place the 198 had landed on the previous trip.  John and Annabelle Dawson, Jack, and Persius were astounded by the enormous lemon trees that were free to grow and were apparently not culled every ninety years.  

				We had a late dinner outside with warm fresh breezes and gentle starlight creating a pleasant atmosphere.  

				We spent three days together on the Lemon Tree Moon exploring the area around our landing site.  We worked to set up a factory near the ship, and we set it to  turn out the components of an emergency shelter.

				Our plan was to leave Jack’s and Aries’ families and Persius on the moon while my family and John and Annabelle made a trip to the Potato.  We wanted everyone who planned to stay on the moon to have a hardened shelter in case we were wrong about the bugs being mostly harmless.

				By the end of the third day, the shelter was ready to go, and so was a second structure.  We ate dinner that night at the grand reopening of the Lemon Tree Moon Cafe.  Aries had a lot of work ahead to decorate and expand the space, but I’ve never seen him happier than when he served us a meal in the new version of his long lost restaurant.

				The next morning, John and Annabelle met with Jack and Persius and myself.

				“And you still haven’t found anything that might be hazardous?” Annabelle asked.

			
			

				“No, Grandma Annabelle,” Persius said.  “And I don’t expect to.  I think we’re on the best version of the Lemon Tree Moon.”

				John asked, “Any reason at all for us not to leave for a couple of days?”

			
			

				“No,” Jack said.  “Everything looks A-OK, and the force shield and oxygen generator in the emergency shelter are fully functional.  We’ll be fine.”

				“OK,” John said.  To me, he said, “And you’ve got no concerns about riding the strings?”

				“No,” I said.  “Everything in the in between place looked normal to me when we passed through it to get here.  Or at least it seemed like the new normal.  Junior agrees, by the way – four strings with infrared hats, and we know which of them go with which destinations, now.”

				“OK.”  

				We unloaded extra supplies from the 84’s cargo hold for most of the next hour, and then my family and John and Annabelle boarded the ship.

				“Take us to the first void beyond the ice worlds, Al,” John said.

				“Yes, Number One,” Al replied.  We rose through  the atmosphere, took a quarter of a lap around Regal to get pointed in the right direction, and headed to the edge of the solar system.            

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

				After we jumped the next afternoon, we found the Potato.

				The five of us went to the lab and took spacesuits out of the lockers along the wall.  The airlock was large enough for all of us to use at once, but it was too small to allow us to suit up at the same time, and so we started to put the orange spacesuits on over our normal clothes there in the lab.

				John Dawson had mostly donned his, but before he started working on all of the various seals, he said, “Oh, by the way...”

				He reached into his pants pocket, pulled out a single silver mark, and slapped it on the table in front of me.  “Ah, hah!” I said.  “You see it, too!”

				Dawson smiled at me and said, “I’m not sure what I see exactly, but I don’t need to watch the whole series again to settle the bet.  I admit I now think it’s more likely than not that Beast Man is stealing from Skeletor.  

				I clapped and said, “Yes!”

				Andromeda and Annabelle exchanged a look.  I  think Andromeda mouthed the word “Sorry.”  Annabelle just shrugged.

				I placed the mark in my own pocket.  Andromeda was looking at me with a patient little smile, and I said, “What?”

				She shook her head, but not unkindly.  She said, “I just...it doesn’t seem likely that every old TV show has a character who’s secretly stealing from the other characters.”

				Andromeda was correct, of course, but the immature part of me that enjoys the game of holding dopey television characters under suspicion based on flimsy evidence asked, “Are you sure about that?”  I wiggled my eyebrows, and everyone including Andromeda started laughing.  She likes the immature part of my character, as long as I don’t let it come out too often.

				

				Soon we were ready.  “Set us down in the middle of where we made the park, Al.  Or where we will make the park in the future...or just...you know.”

				“Yes, Number One.”

				We headed for the airlock, and when we were passing by the reading room, I felt the tiny bump of the Valkyrie-84 setting down on the surface.  

			
			

				When we got to the airlock, Annabelle insisted that John enter first and stand closest to the exterior door.  “It’s your asteroid, John.  You get to go out first.”

				He acted like it wasn’t important, but I could see a big smile through his faceplate.  The five of us squeezed inside with him in the lead.  Al shut the door we had just passed through, cycled the airlock, and the red light above the exterior door turned green.  

				John Dawson passed through the door and drifted down to the surface of the Potato for what was by some ways of reckoning the first time.  “Hello, old friend,” he said.  Annabelle went next, and then Andromeda and Junior and I followed.

				I got outside just in time to see the main door to the cargo hold finish opening.  Alexandre, the robot of sorts that Al can populate and use to move around, stood at the top of the ramp.  His voice came over the small speakers inside my helmet.  “What should we set up first?” he asked.

				“Let’s get the factory done, and then we’ll program some of the suitcase bots,” John said.

				“Yes, Number One.”  Alexandre disappeared into the interior of the cargo hold.

				I spent the next hour lugging large cannisters that would soon store oxygen produced by the factory processing rock.  They would have been far too heavy  to handle by myself on Earth, but in the Potato’s microgravity they were only cumbersome.

				After we had enough storage tanks set up, John wanted me to shift to dragging out long cylinders that contained rolls of tough plastic sheets that could unroll and form the dome.  While we worked, he and Annabelle and Andromeda marveled at the rotation of the stars all around us.  

				Apparently, when they had lived on the Potato in the time it had been near the middle of the enormous Local Void, there had only been a single faraway galaxy bright enough for them to see with the naked eye.  Smudgy Pixel Galaxy, as they named it, had made a lonely trek through their skies every half an hour or so.  They were wowed by the number of bright stars and galaxies that rose and set as the asteroid spun slowly on its long axis like a perfectly thrown football.

				I was setting up one of the cylinders around the “eastern” perimeter of our worksite when a gleam in the distance caught my eye.  I set down my burden and tried to find it again.  

				Up ahead, there was a flat area about a dozen feet wide between two small, rocky hills.  If I tilted my headlamp at just the right angle, I could catch a little bit of a reflection off of something.

				John skip-walked over to me.  “Doing OK?” he  asked.

				“Mmm?  Yes, fine.”  I pointed straight ahead.  “What’s reflecting over there?”

				John looked in the direction I was looking.  The gleam became more pronounced with a second headlamp aimed at it.  John said, “I, ah...I have no idea.”  He started heading for it, and I followed him.

				Annabelle must have noticed us moving away from the ship, and she asked, “Where are you guys going?”

				John said, “There’s something up ahead.”  Soon, Annabelle, Andromeda, Junior, and Alexandre started moving our way.

				John and I arrived at the small plateau first.  Of all the things I’ve seen in all my life, I have never encountered something that seemed more out of place than what we found there.

				It was a hatch in the ground.

				My headlamp had reflected off of a shallow dome that was about six feet wide.  A circular wheel with five spokes sat at its center.

				“What is this?!” John asked.

				“This wasn’t here before, then?” 

				John said, “I’ve never seen it before in my life.  I’ve been out here a million times, and this isn’t here.  Or wasn’t here...what is this?!”

			
			

				“John?” Annabelle asked.  She soon arrived with the others.  “Oh!” she exclaimed.

				John said, “Al, have you ever taken any scan that indicates anything at all at this location or...anything under the Potato’s surface?”

				“No, Number One.”

				John Dawson put his hands to the sides of his head.  I could see him shake his head inside his helmet, and then he got to a knee and grabbed hold of the wheel atop the dome.

				“John?” Annabelle asked again.

				He said, “Like you said, it’s my asteroid.”  He moved his torso and was clearly trying to turn the wheel counterclockwise, but he couldn’t budge it.  “Al, give me a hand,” he said.

				Alexandre knelt next to Dawson, and he placed his own hands on the wheel.  Working together, the two of them got the wheel to turn.  They worked it through two full rotations and then couldn’t spin it any further.

				“Hard stop,” John said.  “Let’s ease it open just a crack at first in case there’s some kind of decompression.  Stand back everybody.”

				Annabelle and Andromeda and Junior and I shuffled back a little way.  

				John and Alexandre were able to open the hatch a small amount.  When nothing seemed to happen, they  heaved it the rest of the way open until the shallow dome stood perpendicular to the surface on a hinge.

				Six headlamps shined into the new opening in the surface.  It was a circular shaft, and there were rungs that formed a ladder along one side.

				“Oh, my,” John said.

				I tilted my head to try to aim my headlamp deeper into the vertical tunnel.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

				When Alan Franklin moved his helmet, most of the light it projected added illumination to a shaft that tunneled deep into the asteroid he stood upon.  A little bit of the light hit the open hatch’s dome and scattered in new directions.  A few of the individual photons struck the dome and bounced away at an angle that created a perfect cosmic billiards shot.  

				Those photons travelled through the vacuum at the speed of light, and no time passed for them, although many, many years would pass from the point of view of anything in the universe not travelling at or near the speed of light.

				Eventually, the little group of deep space travelers entered the outer corona of a blue-white star that the  humans called Sirius, began a great series of interactions with particles there, and started to experience the passage of time once again.

				In this way, Alan Franklin returned a tiny amount of light to a faraway star that sometimes sent a tiny amount of light to him.  

				But it wasn’t just through an exchange of light that Alan Franklin interacted with the star the humans called Sirius.  His own mass and that of the asteroid he stood upon also exerted a tiny, tiny amount of gravitational force on the faraway star, and the star exerted a tiny amount of gravitational force on him.  

				So it goes in a universe that seems incomprehensibly large, but in which absolutely everything is connected, at least a little bit, to absolutely everything else, and in which different points of view arise, and overlap, and define what happens.

			The End of Book 8 of The Voided Man
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			Chapter 1

			
			

				My slate beeped at me and interrupted my daydream.  I’d been looking out my office window and watching the changing light as the sun set behind the Indianapolis skyline to the west.

				The shapes of the buildings and the orange end-of-the-day glow created an interesting scene, and I had forgotten for a few minutes that the skyscrapers in the distance were abandoned and crumbling and inhabited by lost souls who were visited only by dangerous men.

				I shut down my slate and stretched.  I’d been in the office since seven that morning, and I’d worked steadily until ten minutes before the slate alarm went off.  I was the lead partner on a new ad campaign for a soft drink, and we had a presentation with the client coming up in a few days.

				I looked at the sketches on my desk.  They were good, and I was sure the campaign I was building around them would help the client gain market share in the never ending battle between the major producers of SSCB’s – single serve carbonated beverages.

				I stood, went into the ladies’ room, and spent a few minutes freshening up before I walked down the hall to the elevator.  The speaker in the ceiling above carried the broadcast of The News of America just like all the other speakers in the common areas of the building.  The  firm where I worked had more than fifteen employees, and so we had to run at least the audio everywhere except inside private offices.  

				“President Jones proved up to the challenge and brokered a compromise between members of the House,” the speaker reported.  “A bipartisan bill that will ensure no interruption of Dignity Payments is expected on the President’s desk by the end of the week.  The President had this to say to our own Holly Adams.”  

				President Jones’ voice replaced that of the news anchor and said, “Sometimes you have to spend political capital to do what’s right for the people, Holly.  The year 2205 has had a challenging start for far too many Americans, and the only thing on my mind is bringing relief to the people.”

				I knew there was an infinity camera above the elevator doors, and so I kept a straight face.  My Citizenship Score assigned by the political AIs that analyzed words and deeds was 95, but if the Score slipped below 90, I’d start to lose privileges.  Cracking up at a nonsensical narrative on The News of America wouldn’t cost me anything like five full points, but I knew my score might be taking a nontrivial hit later that night, and I didn’t want to create any unnecessary deductions.

				The elevator arrived with a ding, and I entered and went down two levels to Terri’s floor.  Her office  was the second one on the left near the elevators, and I knocked on her door softly.  “Ready?” I asked. 

				She looked up from her slate.  “Annabelle,” she said.  She had on a lot more makeup than she’d worn earlier in the day, and she’d swapped her tailored suit for a cocktail dress.  She looked anything but ready to go to a political speech.  “I meant to message you.”

				I raised my eyebrows but didn’t say anything, and she continued.  “Reggie wants to have drinks.”

				“Oh,” I said.  I frowned;  I hated going to things by myself.

				“He’s the cute guy in client outreach.”

				“I know Reggie.”  He’d asked me out before, and he’d seemed surprised when I passed.  “You’re standing me up?”

				“I’m sorry,” Terri said.  “I’ll make it up to you.”

				“It’s OK,” I said.

				“But you’ll still go to the speech, right?  I’ll cancel with Reggie if you need me to.”  She looked up at me with a look that almost begged me not to take her up on her offer.

				“It’s OK,” I repeated.  “I’m still going to go.”

				I made small talk with Terri for a minute and then made my way back to the elevator and down to the parking garage.  I got in my car, and after I started it, I selected manual drive mode.

			
			

				A female AI voice said, “Please say or enter your Manual Drive Necessity or Exception Code.”

				“I don’t have one,” I said.

				“Selecting manual drive without a valid code will result in a Citizenship Score penalty of one tenth of one point.  Do you wish to proceed?”  Personal vehicles allowed drivers to select manual control.  They had to make them that way;  the self driving functions didn’t work correctly sometimes.  But the government tried to keep manual driving to a minimum by employing its usual strategy for keeping something to a minimum:  they tied it to a Citizenship Score deduction.    

				“Yes,” I said.  I have found that when I’m irritated, I like to have control of something, even if there’s a cost.  I was irritated at Terri, and at the news report, and because I was feeling sorry for myself, I also admitted in my mind that I was bugged I’d spent most of the last eleven hours puzzling out how to convince people to select one brand of caffeinated sugar water over other kinds of caffeinated sugar water.

				“Manual controls engaged,” the AI said.  

				I put my car in drive and took pleasure in navigating through the levels of the underground parking garage.  When I emerged on the main street, I took a spirited drive from the distant Indianapolis suburb where I worked to the university where Senator Dawson was  scheduled to speak.  I accelerated and braked hard, but I did not exceed the posted speed limits or break any specific traffic laws, and so I managed to have a bit of fun without incurring new deductions to my Score.

				I parked my car, walked to the building where the Senator was scheduled to speak, and got in line.  When it was my turn to enter, a shimmering, transparent wall of red light in front of an exterior door disappeared and I entered a standard security box.

				I took two steps forward and stopped before I got to a second wall of red light that had not disappeared.  I heard a quiet buzz behind me as the first wall rematerialized.  	

				The energy fields in front of me and behind me allowed sound and light and air through, but solid objects couldn’t get past them, and I knew that if I touched one of them I’d receive a harsh and nauseating vibration that would make my back teeth rattle and then ache for half an hour.

				An AI said, “State your full name.”

				“Annabelle Denise Adams,” I said slowly.

				“Identity confirmed remain still for three seconds.”  I stood motionless until the AI said, “Contraband scan complete you may pass.”  The shimmering wall in front of me disappeared and I exited the security box.

				The teaching theater held about 400 people, and  I found my seat.  It was on the center aisle in the seventh row, and the stage was centered right in front of me about eight meters ahead.  I set my purse in the seat to my left that would have been Terri’s if she had come with me.

				I blinked twice and activated my eLense.  I kept it off as much as possible, but I was curious to see whether the act of entering the room had lowered my Citizenship Score, and if so, by how much.  I was pleased to see it display as a 94.9, and that the only recent deduction was for manually driving my car.

				There were still a handful of important judges who were big on the First Amendment and its promise of freedom of assembly, and it was nice to see that they still had enough sway to prevent Score deductions for attending political events.  I blinked twice more and turned my contact lense off.

				After about ten minutes, the president of the university came out and spoke for a few moments.  He ended his remarks with, “Please join me in giving a warm welcome to the junior Senator from Indiana, John Dawson!”

				John emerged from behind a wall to the left of the stage, and I got my first look at him with my own eyes.  He moved easily and with confidence across the stage.  He was good looking, but not in the perfectly  groomed and polished way that many politicians seemed to pull off.  He looked like an approachable everyman in a nice suit.  My first in person impression was that I liked him.  When he started to speak, I liked him more.

				He had run for President and had been absolutely drubbed the previous November.  He only scored fourteen percent of the popular vote and zero electoral votes, but from the way he spoke to and connected with the crowd, you’d have never known that The News of America had spent the months before the election trashing him and the months since the election declaring him to be irrelevant and speculating on whether he would resign from Congress.

				His speech was warm, and optimistic, and just...sensible.  He spoke of ways to improve the economy and the education system in plain terms that were reasonable more than anything else.  I agreed with most of what he said, and I could tell that the others in the audience felt the same way.  

				During the applause after his speech, university officials set up a microphone on a stand in the center aisle near my seat and two more in the left and right aisles.  When the applause died down, the Senator invited questions from the audience.

				And I moved like I hadn’t since I played high school volleyball.  I didn’t even really think about it.  I  stood and took three quick strides and centered myself in front of the microphone a step ahead of a portly man with a moustache who had been heading for the microphone himself.  

				John looked at me and unfocused his eyes for just a half second as people do when they’re consulting their eLenses.  “Annabelle,” he said in a warm tone of voice, “why don’t you lead us off?”

				I had seen a fair number of political speeches, and I knew that most questions people asked were about a specific issue that was dear to the questioner’s heart, but I didn’t go that direction.  Instead, I looked John in the eye and spoke to him for the first time and said, “Do you plan to run again in 2208, and if so, what specific changes will you make so that you can win?” 

				I heard quiet gasps all around me.  It wasn’t illegal to imply dissatisfaction with President Jones or a desire to replace him, but almost no one did it publicly.  Any opposition tended to be passed in whispers or held entirely inside one’s own mind.  A question like mine seemed wrong, and risky, and perhaps even treasonous by some unspoken code.   Many people around me in the audience that was friendly to the Senator became visibly uncomfortable and squirmed in their seats.

				But John didn’t squirm, and he didn’t seem uncomfortable up at the podium.  He also didn’t duck  my question or give a politician’s answer.  He looked me back in the eye and said, simply, “Yes, I plan to run again.”  

				That brought more gasps from the audience, but no cheers, and no applause.  Everyone knew that President Jones’ opponents only announced their candidacy a handful of months before an election, and that they only offered token opposition.  It had been that way for the last four election cycles, anyway.

				John kept his eyes on me and continued.  “As far as the changes I intend to make...that will take a great deal of thought, and I can’t give you a list tonight.  But I intend to learn from my mistakes and be a stronger candidate next time.”  

				There was more squirming in seats, and I got the sense that many people who only came to the speech because they were curious to see a well known figure from their home state started to fear adjustments to their Scores and regretted attending.

				“Thank you for your question,” John said to me.  Then, turning to one of the other microphones, he said, “Thomas, please go ahead.”

				Senator Dawson answered questions for about twenty minutes, and then thanked everyone for attending and left the stage.  Shortly after that, I was back in my car.  I let the AI drive home.

			
			

				I watched the world go by for awhile.  When I was about halfway to my condominium, I blinked twice to activate my eLense and see if I had any mail.  There was just one message that had gotten through my filters.  

				It was from Senator Dawson.  

				It said:

			Ms. Adams,

			I appreciated your question tonight, and I see that you are in advertising.  I wonder if you would consider reviewing the three attached vid files.  

			You asked what I would improve next time I run for President, and one of the things is ad spending.  The three attached files are all ads that were expensive to produce and run, and which did not move the needle for me.  I’d like your insight into why – my campaign team never did have a good answer for me about that.

			I’m heading back to Washington in the morning.  I’m staying at the Vonnegut tonight, and I’m wondering if you would meet me for coffee at seven tomorrow morning to discuss.

			
			

			Yours truly,

			John Dawson 	

			 

				I replied to his message and said I’d be there, and I stayed up most of the night. I watched each of the ads at least a dozen times and analyzed them and wrote out a long summary on the mechanics of how people communicate and build trust. 

				I went to bed about three and woke up at five.  I showered and blew out my hair and put on the blue suit that was my favorite and not the red suit that had the highest ratings from whoever voted on such things.  

				That was one of the worst parts of the culture in 2205 – a lot of people used their eLenses to view and vote on every aspect of everyone and everything they encountered.  A lot of people drove themselves half crazy keeping up with what others thought of their hairstyles and clothes and possessions.  

				I mostly ignored all of it, but I hadn’t as a student and a younger professional.  For example, my natural smile is kind of lopsided – it’s just how I react to pleasant  things.  But it got low ratings, and I became aware of them, and I worried about it.  I worked to correct my smile and make it more even, or more average, but I was self conscious about it for a long time before I got the knack of ignoring what any anonymous observers might think of me. 

				I got to the Vonnegut Hotel at 6:55, and I arrived at the restaurant off the lobby almost right on time.  The Senator was already there.  He sat alone at a table reading through a stack of hard copy docs.  When he saw me, he smiled warmly and waved me over to his table.

				He shook my hand, and as soon as he sat down, he reached inside his jacket and pulled out a small tool which he used to remove his eLense.  He pivoted the tool on its little hinge to form a protective cover over the lense and placed it in his pocket.

				“That’s...rare these days,” I said, somewhat amazed.

				“I like for people to know they have my full attention,” he said.  “That is, if they do have my full attention.”  He gave me another easy smile and made me feel like we’d known each other for years.

				I reached into my purse, hoping that I had my own eLense kit inside, and to my relief, I did.  I took my own lense out and said, “Do you know, when I’m alone, I don’t usually wear this at all.”

			
			

				John laughed.  “Neither do I.  I kind of hate them, actually, although they are good for some things.”

				We ordered coffee and made small talk for a few minutes.  We talked about hometowns and alma maters and other things that people rarely asked new acquaintances about because everything like that was instantly available on an eLense.

				After the coffee arrived, I said, “I looked at the three ads, and to be honest, they stink.  I’ll send you my notes on all of this, but here are the problems...”

				I gave him my thoughts.  He listened, and occasionally he asked a question or made a handwritten note on the back of one of the docs he’d been reading when I arrived. 

				After a time that I found hard to measure, one of his aides approached our table and said, “We’ll need to roll in about five minutes, Senator.”  John nodded to him, and the aide left us alone.

				John looked at me and said, “The airlines wait for no one.”

				I said, “Isn’t that the truth.”

				“I’ll be back in town two weeks from tomorrow,” John said.  “Would you have dinner with me?” 

				His invitation was unexpected and exciting.  I said I’d like that, and I found myself smiling my lopsided natural smile.  He responded with what I thought were  happy eyes.  After a second, though, I wondered if he thought he had asked me on a date or to another discussion about advertising.  I decided to be bold and ask him.

				“I hope a date,” he said.  

				“Oh, good,” I replied, and we both laughed in relief.

				John said, “I’m glad you feel that way.  Ever since the election, a third of the people I meet think I’m pathetic for losing, a third think I was crazy for trying, and a third feel sorry for me.  You’re the first woman I’ve met this year who doesn’t seem to feel any of those three things.”  I confirmed that I did not. 

				He stood and shook my hand again.  He held it longer than he did the first time.  “Thank you for meeting me, Annabelle,” he said.  “I look forward to seeing you again.”

				“I’ll see you in two weeks,” I said.

				And that’s how it all started with John.

				I have been an advertising executive and the wife of a presidential candidate and a long time federal prisoner.  I am now the matriarch of a clan of people who colonized an asteroid shaped like a potato and then a moon with an insect problem before we all returned to Earth.  

				My name is Annabelle Dawson.

				This is my story.

			
			

			Don’t Miss The Fields of Glass Next Door
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