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Part I - Six Conversations and a Rescue


Chapter 1


“Ten!” My record was twelve, but ten was enough to win.

“Nine,” Banner said.

I squinted. “What are you talking about?”

“The rock skipped nine times is what I’m talking about, Jack.”

I shook my head. “Look, I know math isn’t your thing, but if you’ll hold up all the fingers on both hands and compare what you see to how many times...”

“That last one doesn’t count. It didn’t catch air after the ninth skip.”

I held my palms up. “Of course it did!”

“No, it made one long splash at the end, not two little splashes.”

I shook my head at my best friend and protested. “You’re blind, Dawson, and it’s not my fault if you won’t let Mercedes fix your eyes.” Mercedes is the medical AI on the Valkyrie-84.

“My vision is 20/20.”

I stopped shaking my head. “What, are we in the 22nd Century now? Mercedes can get it to 20/5 in less than five minutes.”

“No eye lasers!”

Banner’s a solid guy, and he isn’t a baby about everything, but he’s always had some screwball phobias. “So your position is that we’re tied.”

“It’s not a position. We are tied.”

I levelled a glare at him. “Fine. One more throw, double the bet?”

Banner shook his head. “I don’t need another trillionth of a void chip. Let’s make it interesting. What do you want that isn’t money?”

I thought about that for a second and looked around. My eyes came to rest looking at my Jeep. Banner and I had been mudding before we stopped to skip rocks, and there wasn’t too much paint visible on any surface.

“If you lose, you have to wash my Jeep while I sit and drink lemonade.”

Banner nodded. “OK. And if you lose, you have to ask out Ursa.”

There were six of us at the school who were roughly the same age. At the time Banner proposed the wager, I was 17, and Banner and Ursa were both 16. “Ahh...” I said.

“You don’t think she’s pretty?” Banner asked.

“Ursa’s pretty,” I said.

“Well she likes you, so what’s the problem?”

I debated whether to elaborate. I tried to turn down Banner’s proposal without saying anything too specific. “I don’t think she actually likes me, Banner.”

“What are you talking about? I told you I heard her say, ‘Jack’s really cute. I wish he’d ask me out.’”

“I dunno, Banner.”

Now he held his palms up.

And so I had to reveal more about how I really felt. I hated doing that when I was seventeen. To be honest, I hated doing that until I got together with Laura, and that was years later.

“Look,” I said. “She’s already dated you, and she’s already dated Dracos, and there’s no one else. She only ‘likes’ me because I’m the last available guy in the age bracket.”

Banner started laughing, of course. I frowned and shook my head. When he calmed down, he said, “And I’m chicken for not letting Mercedes zap my eyes.”

“I’m not chicken!”

“Ba-caw! Bwak-bwak-bwaaak!”

“That’s not it at...look, if she’s so great, how come you’re not still dating her? You never have explained that.”

Banner stopped laughing and he stopped making chicken sounds. He didn’t answer my question.

“Well?” I prompted.

He sighed and rolled his eyes a little bit. “We just, you know...” he trailed off.

“You know, what?” I asked.

Banner started smiling his crooked smile. “We didn’t have anything to talk about, OK?”

“What do you mean you didn’t have anything to talk about?”

“I mean we’d end up sitting somewhere and, just...blinking.”

Now I started laughing. “Like for how long?”

“I mean, like a long time, Jack.”

“What’s the longest silence you every had?”

Banner rolled his eyes a little more and said, “There was one on our last date that lasted for, I don’t know…at least ten minutes.”

“Holy Moly!” I said. “Just the two of you sitting on a bench or something...”

“A couch. We were sitting on her parents’ couch.”

“Uh, huh, and total silence.”

“Yep.”

“For ten minutes.”

“Yeah. And I was trying to think of something to say the whole time but I couldn’t think of anything. It was crazy!”

“Is she that shy?”

“She’s not shy at all. I’m not blaming her; she was probably trying to think of something to say the whole time, too.”

I was fascinated. “So who broke the impasse?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean who finally said something? Or did you just get up and nod to her and leave?”

Banner started laughing again. “It wouldn’t have been any worse if I’d just randomly left, I’ll tell you that. But it was me. I said something first.”

“Uh, huh. So what did you come up with after ten minutes?”

“I asked her...”

“Yeah?”

“I asked her what kind of music she liked.”

I clapped and sat down on the ground and started rocking back and forth. “You’re kidding.”

“I swear to God, that’s what I asked.”

“Uh, huh. And what kind does she like?”

“I have no idea. She said, ‘Banner, I think we need to talk.’”

I was completely insensible for about thirty seconds, and Banner laughed almost as hard as I did the whole time.

Eventually, he said, “But you’re better at starting conversations than I am, so maybe you guys would get along great.”

I sat up and caught my breath. “I dunno, Banner.”

He said, “Well, that’s the bet. Jeep washing versus asking out Ursa. Take it or else we’ll just call it a draw.”

Banner knew I hated ties more than anything. That’s what bugs me about chess. “Fine,” I said.

“Sweet,” Banner said.

I started looking around the edge of the lake for a good skipping stone. We had already gathered most of the good flat ones for our original competition. I eventually found a gray one that was mostly flat on one side, and it seemed like it would work.

I noticed that Banner didn’t have a rock. “Where’s yours?” I asked.

Banner moved his eyebrows up and down twice and pulled a tan stone out of his pocket.

It was perfect. It was about a third of the diameter of a void chip and about three times as thick. I had never in my life seen a more symmetrical and balanced and flat skipping stone. It wasn’t very sportsmanlike for Banner to have it in reserve, but we didn’t have a rule against doing that kind of thing.

Banner shook his head. “You’re so easy to hustle, Jack.”

I pointed a finger at him. “First of all, I don’t get hustled, and second, you’re gonna lose anyway.”

“We’ll see.”

“I want to be able to see my reflection in the Jeep when you finish washing it.”

“Uh, huh,” Banner said.

I was so mad. I dipped down low and whipped my gray rock side armed as hard as I could. I felt something give way in my elbow, and it registered in a small part of my mind that I’d probably need to see Mercedes about it later, but most of my mind was focused on the trajectory of the rock. It was sailing along at a tremendous clip parallel to the surface of the lake.

When it touched the water for the first time, it just kissed the surface long enough to start a circle of ripples, and then it seemed to speed up. The same thing happened at the second skip and the third.

It eventually lost momentum as all skipping stones will, and the hops got closer and closer together, but there were more than a usual number of them before it finally came to a stop and sunk beneath the water.

“Eleven!!” I said. “I’m not taking less than eleven!”

Banner nodded. “I saw eleven. That was a good throw, Jack.”

“Yeah.” I flexed my elbow a little bit; something was messed up in there, but I didn’t allow myself to grimace. “Beat that,” I said.

Banner nodded and then went into a windup and made his own throw. At the first skip, I knew I was toast. That stupid perfect stone just levitated off the water, and if I hadn’t been in the middle of a wager, I would have marveled at it. The rock still had plenty of momentum at the eighth skip, and it was able to create five more little splashes close together before it came to a stop and disappeared.

“Thirteen?” Banner asked.

“Yeah...” I admitted.

“Are you gonna take Ursa to the Lemon Tree Moon Cafe?”

“I hate you so much sometimes.”

But I did ask Ursa out, and I did take her to Aries’ cafe, and we had a good time. We actually dated for almost a year, and then she told me one day, in a very polite and roundabout way, that I talked too much for her and that we should see other people.

I’ve lived a long time now, and I hope to live for a much longer time still. My experiences have been varied and interesting and often unexpected. I have lived on an asteroid, and on a moon, and on Earth in a place that was once called Nebraska but which is named the Realm these days.

I‘ve learned how to navigate a shortcut through space and time and taught the technique to many others, learned surgical arts from scratch, and used my knowledge to save the woman who is the love of my life. I have become a husband, and a father, and just lately I’ve taken over as King Harold’s Maestro, which is a job title that essentially means “Chief Scientist and Social Engineer.”

I have enjoyed all the parts of my life so far, and I am the happiest I have ever been in the present with my family close around me. I don’t long to return to the past, but still, there was something special about the days on the Lemon Tree Moon. The years between when we showed up and the day the bugs came were idyllic and peaceful and in many ways perfect in their simplicity. I remain grateful for the time I spent there when I was an older boy and then a young man.

I am the twenty third Maestro of the Realm.

My name is Jack Ross.

This is my story.


Chapter 2


“Will you need anything else, Commander?” Pete asked Grandpa Percy through his collar mic.

“No, Pete, we’re good. We’ll see you in 24 hours.”

“Very good Commander.”

I sat in the driver’s seat of my Jeep and watched the Valkyrie-198 slowly rise, turn towards the south, and accelerate away. It was soon just a speck in the sky, and then it was gone.

Grandpa Percy smiled in the Jeep’s passenger seat, and he stretched and raised his arms over his head and exhaled in satisfaction. “I sure like it when he leaves and we’re truly left out in the middle of nowhere,” he said.

“Yeah. But it’s nice he can be back in ten minutes if we get a flat tire,” I said.

“So it is. But still, just getting the feeling that we have to live by our wits is one of my favorite things. These trips always feel like living in an adventure story.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. Grandpa Percy and I had taken a camping trip in the spring for the last four years in a row. We’d pick some far away part of the Lemon Tree Moon and have Pete or Al drop us and the Jeep off for a day or two and do some exploring. The two of us had definitely seen more of the moon than anyone else.

For the trip during my last year of high school, we decided to explore the northern parts of the landmass that our settlement was on. The basic continental geography of the landmass was kind of similar to North America on Earth, even if the shape of the land wasn’t the same at all.

The land went up to a latitude of about 75 degrees north and then hit a very, very cold ocean that was dotted with barren islands and eventually became a polar ice cap. But we didn’t go as far north as that. We wanted to explore a place where there was life.

Pete had run a scan for us and determined that there was a significant quantity of some living thing around the place he had dropped us off, and he could have revealed more about the specific kind of life, but we asked him not to. We only asked him whether the life forms presented any likelihood of danger, and he said, “No they are harmless.”

With that reassurance, we had him leave us to discover them and assess them for ourselves.

I put the Jeep in drive and we drove north. I had the avoidance systems turned on, and once in awhile the Jeep would steer itself and give a wide berth to unusually rough terrain or soft areas where it might get stuck, but otherwise I handled the wheel and the throttle and navigated myself.

“So what do you figure?” Grandpa Percy asked. “Would the people who lived on Earth at the time the books in the Valkyries’ reading rooms were written call this kind of a place a prairie, or a tundra, or steppes?”

I looked around at the grasses that gave a subtle but striking hint of color to the land we travelled through. “It looks more like a tundra now, but I’ll bet by summer these grasses will be lush and thick and it will look more like a prairie. I don’t really know what a steppe is.”

“A Russian prairie, I think,” Grandpa Percy said. “And I think you’re right about that.”

“Yeah. I’d like to come back up here this summer and see what it looks like then. I’ve actually got a lot of places like that on my list that I’d like to see at a new time of year.”

“Yeah? Well, why don’t you visit all of them after you graduate in May?”

“Oh, um. Well, I just...”

“You’re starting work at the Bank.”

“Yeah. Banner and I are starting on June 1, and, ah, I’m not sure how much time I’d have. To visit them.”

“Yeah...” Grandpa Percy said. After a moment he said, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“OK. And if you tell me it’s none of my business I’ll shut my mouth and leave you alone about it.”

“OK. So?”

He spread his hands apart. “Do you want to work for the Bank, Jack?”

And my immediate response was, “Everybody works for the Bank.”

“That doesn’t answer my question. Do you want to work for the Bank?”

“Well...I guess I never thought about it. I mean, I need to work, so...”

“I agree with you there – you do need to work on something. Everybody does. I’m just wondering if the Bank is the right place for you. Why couldn’t you spend a year, or ten, visiting and revisiting places on the moon and seeing what you can learn about the native life and weather patterns and whatever catches your attention?”

“I dunno, Grandpa. I mean, it’ll seem strange to people if I don’t work for the Bank.”

“Nah. It’ll only seem strange if you aren’t doing anything at all. Banner’s dad is a farmer, and Aries runs the cafe, and I run experiments in the research center all day. I don’t think people see us as weird.”

“That’s true, but you’re...I mean you’re the resident genius, so of course you should be running experiments. If I did experiments and recorded my observations...people won’t think I’m working at all. They’ll think I’m just off messing around in my Jeep.”

“What if you were working for me? What if I paid you a salary to go out and explore whatever you feel like exploring and then file reports with me when you get back for a year or two until everybody’s used to you as a working scientist?”

That actually sounded interesting. Grandpa Percy was right to ask about the Bank. I hadn’t quite been dreading going to work there, but I hadn’t been looking forward to it at all. Banner was excited about it, and I pretended I was, too, but I wasn’t.

Here’s the thing about the Bank. I mean, it helps real people in the real universe, it truly does. But I knew I’d never meet a single one of the people it helped. Not in person.

My great grandmother Belle and I are opposites on that kind of thing. She was the Primero of all of settled human space for twenty four years, and she’s still involved in all kinds of things basically everywhere in all of the galaxies where humans live. She’s driven to help as many people as she can with her time, and I respect her for that.

But if I’m being honest, I’d much, much rather help a few people who can pat me on the back or shake my hand or just tell me thank you while they’re standing in the same place that I am than help a million people I’ll never share the same planet with. And if that means my mental calculator is broken, then so be it.

I did wonder if rambling around the moon would help any of the people I knew, though. “If I did that, Grandpa, do you think I’d actually discover anything useful?”

He smiled at me. “Learning new things is always useful, Jack. It’s hard to guess which specific discoveries will come in handy for which specific purposes, but they always help eventually.”

“I guess so.”

“I know so, and I’m the resident genius, right?”

Now I smiled.

“Just think it over,” my grandfather said. “We’ll say it’s a two year research fellowship, or whatever you want to call it.”

I promised him that I’d consider it.

We spent the rest of the afternoon driving around and taking an inventory of these interesting little purple insects that looked kind of like illustrations of Earth grasshoppers I had seen in books. They were all very small, and we speculated that they had responded to warmer spring afternoons and hatched and emerged from whatever kind of burrow they used to pass the winter months.

They had long translucent wings that were almost invisible and which didn’t look fully developed. “I’ll bet their wings will be a lot different by summer,” Grandpa Percy observed.

When it got late in the afternoon, we did all the classic camping stuff. We set up our tent and built a campfire and prepared our dinner and coffee, and then we set up a telescope and looked around with it for a couple of hours after it got dark.

I slept like a rock, and Pete picked us and the Jeep up the next day.

I took Grandpa Percy’s research fellowship. Banner was surprised that I decided not to work for the Bank, but he wasn’t mad or anything like that.

And so, on June 1, I had Pete drop me off at the same place Grandpa Percy and I had camped earlier in the year, and I started my first survey.

The grass was tall by the start of June, and the area definitely looked like a prairie, complete with several types of flowers that no one had seen around our part of the moon.

The purple grasshoppers were amazing. Their wings indeed changed as they matured, and to my surprise, they had two sets of two of them, one small and one large.

They didn’t use their wings throughout the day, but when the sun started to set, most of them climbed to the top of a blade of the tall grass. Then, one by one, they would leap into the air and flap their two smaller wings so rapidly that they buzzed until they got three or four meters up. From that position, they stuck their longer wings out perpendicular to their bodies and used them to glide on long, slow diagonals back to the ground.

But here’s the most amazing thing I discovered about them on that first trip: they sing.

As they started gliding from the apex of their jumps, they emitted a tiny, high pitched note. Then, as they descended, the note got lower as they approached the ground.

The effect was amazing when they went one at a time, but as dusk set in there were several in the air at any given time, and then dozens, and then hundreds forming a gentle symphony as they travelled their slanted paths through the twilight.

I lay on my back and watched them in wonder. The little grasshoppers with purple bodies floated just above me while the planet Royal with its blue and purple cloud bands hung far, far above me, and I knew I had made the right career choice.

So I went pro at observing nature. And Grandpa Percy was right about knowledge having a tendency to prove useful in the fullness of time.

I can’t say that what I learned about the purple grasshoppers has impacted anyone in any specific way so far, but what I learned later about the lemon trees, and the fact that none of them were more than thirty five years old, most certainly helped all of us on the Lemon Tree Moon a great deal.


Chapter 3


The bug attack on the Lemon Tree Moon was absolutely crazy, and it wasn’t only because of the danger that came out of nowhere when those stupid things came crawling out of the ground like a trillion tiny zombies. A lot of what made that night uniquely bad was the transition.

We all started out feeling a maximum level of awe and wonder at the beauty of the universe when the planet Loper peeked around Royal and then soon afterwards became fully visible.

Except for the little kids, we were void people. We had lived in a place where the sky featured one tiny thing – Smudgy Pixel Galaxy.

The show in the heavens that night made all of us who were old enough to really remember the void feel a sense of triumph. Those striking planets with their bold colors – purple and blue for Royal, orange and white for Loper – reminded us that with our own brainpower and bravery and tenacity we had escaped the void and reached a place of almost overpowering beauty. That’s how I felt, anyway.

So imagine going from a feeling like that to one of sheer terror over a space of about ten seconds. It was more than most of us could manage, and a lot of people froze up at first.

I can’t blame anyone who did. The Lemon Tree Moon had zero plant species that were lethal to consume. There were two that could make you sick, but they were easy to spot, and everyone knew what they looked like. There was one species of algae that could cause nasty infections, but it was bright blue and even easier to spot if a colony of it populated a swimming hole. And there were no insects we had encountered before that night that could do anything more than raise an itchy welt if they bit you.

The Lemon Tree Moon was completely harmless, or so everyone thought.

Anyway, when the bugs emerged and started to bite, I didn’t freeze. I grabbed my two youngest siblings, and I saw my dad do the same with two more of them. My last two younger brothers were too big to carry, but my mom herded them towards the Valkyries right away.

I looked over and saw that Banner had picked up his sister and was running full tilt as well.

My whole family was assembled in the central room on the 198 about thirty seconds after the bug attack started. When I saw that they were all there, I disappeared back into the lab and put on a spacesuit as quickly as I could. Since I wasn’t going into space and I didn’t actually care if all the seals were quite airtight, putting on the spacesuit and the helmet didn’t take that much longer than it would have to put on a pair of coveralls and a hat. Once I had the suit on, I charged back towards the airlock.

I’ve gotten a lot of praise for going back out into the swarm and saving Lynx that night. I’ve never corrected anyone and said I didn’t deserve it, because it was pretty dangerous, and I did actually rescue her when no one else was going to get it done in time.

But here’s something I haven’t even told Banner: I wasn’t headed back out there to save Lynx. Not at the beginning. At first, I was heading back out there to try to save my Jeep.

I had left it at the edge of the park. I thought I could get to it in about forty five seconds, get it in a shed behind the Lemon Tree Moon Cafe, and then...well, I didn’t have a plan for after that.

I was attached to that Jeep. I had taken it everywhere on the Lemon Tree Moon, sometimes with Banner or Grandpa Percy or someone else along for the ride, but often by myself. I almost felt like it was a person on some of my solo expeditions. I used to talk to it sometimes, driving across the endless virgin prairies that no one had ever seen before and conducting my experiments and surveys on everything I encountered. I called him Burnsie after a character in an old movie. I couldn’t leave Burnsie behind.

Except that I had to, because it turned out there was an actual person still in the middle of the swarm.

Our spacesuit helmets default to pick up all comms in the local area so that in case of an emergency, all channels are open. You can toggle everything off, or just keep the ones you want open. But before you do that, if someone says something on any frequency that isn’t encrypted, you hear it. I heard Grandfather John talking to the Valkyries’ command AIs, and I heard that Lynx wasn’t safe.

Lynx is eight years younger than I am, and I didn’t really know her before that night, but she worked at the Lemon Tree Moon Cafe, and she was always nice to everyone. I knew that I had at least a full minute’s head start on anyone else who might suit up and attempt a rescue, and when I got back to the airlock, I could see that she probably didn’t have an extra minute to spare.

I ordered the dumb systems in the spacesuit to scan for humans, and they picked up Lynx in about three seconds. The suit projected a circle and a distance on the inside of my faceplate, and I took off. I made the hand motion that activated the emergency radio band and said, “I’ve got Lynx on my helmet’s heads up display eighty meters out everybody else get inside!” I didn’t want anyone else to come charging out into the swarm.

Those bugs were everywhere. At first I tried to swat at them, but there was no way to get even 5% of them, and so I stopped with the swatting and concentrated on running as hard as I could.

I got to her fast, and that was a good thing, because she was in trouble. The bugs were crawling all over her, and she was fighting them, but I could tell that her energy was flagging.

She was only swatting at them with one hand, and at first I couldn’t figure out why, but then I saw that her other hand was caught on something. When I could see better, I saw that two of her fingers were stuck in a mesh that Banner’s dad had placed around the perimeter of some of the gardens that were close to the park.

There were fat insects on the moon that looked like beetles, but which couldn’t burrow. Those weren’t the dangerous bugs – the beetles were harmless to people, but they did eat the vegetables in our gardens.

So after awhile, Banner’s dad found rolls of the mesh in one of the Valkyrie cargo holds and set it up. It worked great; the holes in the mesh weren’t very fine, but they were small enough to keep the beetles from passing through, and so the vegetable harvest was much improved.

Lynx had set up a blanket inside the perimeter of one of the gardens and must have been laying on it to watch Loper emerge and twining her fingers through the holes in the mesh. And in the panic that followed the dangerous bugs pouring out of the ground, her fingers had gotten hopelessly tangled up and trapped her.

I reached her side and knelt and tried to help her work her fingers free, but everything was knotted up and she was screaming and the bugs were everywhere biting and writhing and twitching.

I felt a flare of pain in my calf, and it was so sharp and so unexpected that I almost threw up inside my helmet. One of the little bastards had managed to wriggle inside my suit.

Now here’s my other confession. Everybody thinks that the bugs chewed two of Lynx’s fingers off and that I found them somehow and got them to Mercedes in time for them to be reattached. But that isn’t how it happened at all. What actually happened was that I cut them off.

There wasn’t time to do anything else. Her hand was hopelessly tangled and the bugs were everywhere and I couldn’t see anything, at least not consistently. And Lynx wasn’t even protected by a spacesuit.

I knew there was a small microblade in one of my exterior cargo pockets – every suit has one. The knives have five inch blades that open at the touch of a button, and they’re sharpened down to only a handful of atoms along the cutting surface. They can slice through anything, and I mean anything. I got the knife out of the pocket, hit the button that produced the blade, and started sawing at the mesh.

There was too much of it. It was bunched up and piled in irregular layers and I couldn’t even tell which parts I needed to cut to get Lynx’s hand free.

The bug inside my suit crawled higher on my leg and bit me again, and I didn’t think it was possible to register more pain than I had at the first bite, but I was wrong about that. It bit my inner leg above the knee, and I almost passed out. I started punching my own leg as hard as I could around where I could feel the bug tickling it, and on the third punch I felt something squish. I turned my attention back to Lynx, and what I saw was horrifying. She had stopped fighting. She lay limp upon the ground.

I looked back to the hopelessly tangled mesh, then back at Lynx, then at the blade. And I saw how it had to be.

“I’m sorry, kid,” I said.

I positioned the blade over the two fingers that were stuck, and I severed them. Her hand came free, and the fingers fell to the ground. I pressed the button to retract the microblade, picked up both fingers as carefully as I could, and placed everything back in the cargo pocket in my spacesuit.

I got one hand behind Lynx’s knees, one under her shoulder, and I stood up and started running. I got her back to the 84 and ran up the ramp that Grandfather John usually only set up so that Space Dog could get on and off the ship unassisted.

I got Lynx to the medical room and lay her on the table and Mercedes got to work. I said, “I have her fingers!” I took off my gloves and gently fished them out of my pocket.

Mercedes said, “Place them in the tray.” She extended a small receptacle out of a wall, and I laid them inside. Some kind of liquid was in it, and the liquid started to glow a bright blue color.

“Please tell me you can save her fingers!” I said with a shaky voice.

Mercedes paused before answering me, which was unusual for an AI. “She is experiencing failure of multiple systems. After I have stabilized her, I will try.”

Grandfather John and Banner appeared at the door to the medical room. “Talk to me Mercedes,” Grandfather John said.

“The patient is critical but stabilizing, Number One.”

“Will she live?”

“Yes, Number One.”

Grandfather John put an arm around my shoulders and hugged me to him. “That’s fine work, Jack. Bravest thing I’ve seen in years.”

And I just started bawling. I put my helmeted head on his shoulder and cried my eyes out. I was exhausted and ashamed that I had cut Lynx’s fingers even though there hadn’t been any other way to save her and my leg hurt and my Jeep was dead.

Banner opened a channel to Aries on the 198. He was over there, and so was Lynx’s mother Aquarius, and Banner gave them updates and let them know that their daughter was going to be OK.

I stayed with my head on my grandfather’s shoulder for a long time and we watched Mercedes work.


Chapter 4


Not long after the bug attack, Banner and I borrowed the 198 and figured out how to get to Earth, and that changed everything. We met Alexis, and I fell in love with Alexis’ mother Laura, even though Laura was stuck in a strange mostly-frozen existence in a hibernation pod.

Banner was only around for a handful of weeks before he took off to report back to the Potato, and he was supposed to be back in a month, but it took him seventeen years to return. And I know, I know, it wasn’t his fault.

Alexis and I had to set up lives for ourselves in the City, she as a student in the school run by the Order of Valkyries, and myself as an assistant to the king’s Maestro. I only saw her on Sundays for most of the year, but we got together once in the spring and once in the fall and travelled west to visit Laura.

Those trips to Colorado were so joyful. We’d spend a day on horseback to get to the cave in the middle of where we’re building the settlement now, sleep, and then switch to the Jeep and drive all day to get to the base under the mountain where Laura lived her unusual life on the edge of cryosleep.

Until we were able to rescue her many years later, she existed in a hibernation pod that kept her cold enough so that her heart wouldn’t beat but warm enough to allow her mind to process about a second of subjective time for every hour of actual time. She spent most of her subjective time writing messages back and forth with us.

Every time we arrived at the base under the mountain, we went straight to the room with the hibernation pods and started reading the new pages hanging from the old fashioned printer that Laura had written since our last visit.

She always started with some pages for both of us, and then there would be a lot of line breaks and the private messages to one or the other of us would begin.

On one of our trips three years after Banner started his slow journey back to the Potato, the heading “For Jack” came up after the first group of line breaks, and Alexis left me alone to read my part of the message. It said:

“Hello, Jack, my special friend. I’ve known you for seven hours as I reckon time, and I have such powerful feelings for you. I can’t imagine how I would feel if I had known you for the three years that you have known me as you measure time.

“We simply must synch up our timelines. I understand the other two hibernation pods are available – I recommend the one on my right. Kidding.

“I thank you as I do each time for watching out for Alexis. Whether or not I ever escape from this strange trap, you have given me peace for hours or years or whatever it is by giving me the knowledge that she is alright and is cared for.

“The section of the note that I’ve marked private for her is in part about whether she should take the Valkyries’ Oath and join the sisterhood as an initiate. I have given her my thoughts; she may ask for yours on your return trip. Please advise her as you see fit if she seeks your input. You are in a far better position than I am to assess whether, all things considered, taking the oath is in her best interests. She loves and respects you, and your opinion will carry a great deal of weight with her.

“Now the main thing I want to raise in your part of the note this time relates to something that I have debated in my own mind at great length. I know a powerful secret, or at least it is a potentially powerful secret, and I do not wish for it to be lost. I hope to escape this pod one day and dance and laugh and breathe the good fresh air, but that might never happen, even though I know you are doing everything you possibly can to make it happen. And so, I have decided to pass the secret along to you now.

“I am telling it to you and not Alexis because it is not something a fifteen year old should be burdened with, and it is related to a power that a fifteen year old should not have, anyway. I encourage you to share what I will tell you with Alexis when, in your judgment, she would benefit from knowing it.

“I know how to recall the Valkyries. All of them, except the 84. My father, who was the President at the very end, told me how to do so.

“The old President – the bad one – insisted that he have total and direct authority over the entire program. The override system that was built for him is behind a very secure door that has a lock with an unusual twist that I will describe to you shortly.

“There are two rooms in the base that Alexis complains about not being able to enter. One of them has a collection of ambulatory units that AIs may inhabit and use as avatars. I think they were going to use them for spacewalks at one point, but whatever their original purpose, they weren’t being used for anything in the years right before the Kinetic War.

“The other door hides the command center that can override anything on any Valkyrie except the 84; the old President had the hardware that allowed an override removed from that one when it was converted to a prison ship so that no one on Earth would ever be able to bring John Dawson back.

“The override system is easy to operate, I am told. It is gaining access to the room that is difficult.

“The access pad will want a twenty-seven digit code. You can determine what those digits are by locating two of my father’s books that will be in his personal quarters. He brought about two dozen of his favorites with us when we fled Dallas, and they are all arranged on a shelf.

“Tucked into the binding of Tender is the Night you will find a strip of paper with an author’s initials and two numbers. The numbers are the page number and line number that go with a line in one of the other books that contains twenty-seven characters. Transcribe the line like this:

“An ‘A’, since it is the first letter, is a 1. ‘K’, as the eleventh letter, is also a 1 (so is ‘U’ as the twenty first letter). A ‘B’ is a 2, and you get the idea. That’s your code.

“Now, here’s the twist. You have to input the numbers in a certain rhythm, or they won’t open the door. They have to be entered to match the twenty seven syllables in ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat.’ If you don’t have that song in the future, ask Alexis to sing it to you. You’ll need to be quick punching numbers on the ‘merrilies’ to keep the rhythm of the song, so practice first, maybe.

“Anyway, that’s how you gain access to the override room. What you would do with Valkyries that are many travelling years out of the Earth system I’m not sure, but it seems like they must be good for something. The Red Tyrant surely didn’t have anything like them, and if any remnant of his forces survived the Kinetic War, perhaps the Valkyries can be of use.

“I want to save the rest of my words for Alexis. She asked me many questions in her last letter, and I want to answer all of them. I care for you so much, Jack. There is another word that comes to mind, but which I feel I can’t say quite yet, because so little time has passed since I met you in my strange little frozen existence.

“But saying I care for you seems insufficient now that I read it. You’ve known me for three years, and I have to give you more than that. So to split the difference as best I can, I treasure you, Jack. I treasure you.”

There were a lot of line breaks after that, and when the text resumed on the next page, it said “For Alexis” and I stopped reading.

I found Alexis in her grandfather’s personal quarters. They were as utilitarian as always; the Last King of the West hadn’t wanted any luxuries that others didn’t have, it appeared. Alexis was sitting on a chaise against a far wall. “All done?” she asked me.

“Yep. You’re up.”

It was our habit to give the other time to process the personal parts of each of Laura’s long letters, and we never asked questions unless the other person volunteered something. Alexis stood up, smiled, and headed down to the room with the hibernation pods and the connected printer.

When her footsteps receded into the distance, I approached the room’s single bookshelf and found the Fitzgerald. The Valkyrie libraries had it, and I had read the book. I couldn’t remember much about the story, but there was one haunting scene with a woman moving and trailing cigarette smoke behind her that had stuck with me.

I opened the small hardback and peered into the narrow space between the book cover and the pages, and sure enough, there was a small paper tucked inside. I fished it out with a pinky and unfolded it. It said, “WS-291-35”. I pocketed the scrap after I had memorized the numbers.

I found a complete Shakespeare down the row of books and opened it to page 291. Line 35 read “Newts and blindworms do no wrong,” and I silently counted out the twenty seven letters. I replaced the book and headed for the kitchen where some of the sealed food was still edible.

Alexis joined me later. I could tell she had been crying, but that was normal for when she read the long messages from her mother. She never seemed sad, exactly; I think the whole experience was just too powerful for her to not have a strong emotional response every time. And as tough as she was, Alexis was only fifteen.

She ate part of a container of spaghetti and our conversation picked up little by little and within the hour we were laughing and smiling and talking about how things would be when we got Laura out of there. All of that was also normal.

Before she went to bed, Alexis asked if she could borrow 500 words from me. We could send a message of about 6000 total words if we wanted to be sure that Laura could read them all and respond with a message of a similar length within the six months before the next visit. We usually split them, but sometimes one of us had more to say, and I said, “Use whatever you need, Alexis.”

The next day we spent most of our time drafting our messages to Laura at a couple of workstations in the room with the hibernation pods. I wrote about fifteen hundred words and then stood up and stretched. “I’m going to the kitchen,” I said. “Do you want a drink or anything?”

“Um-mmm,” Alexis said as she shook her head a few inches in each direction. She seemed really locked in on her writing.

I did go to the kitchen, but I kept on going past the kitchen to the hallway that I knew had the door to the Valkyrie Override Room, or whatever it was called. I had transcribed the line from Shakespeare the night before in the room I slept in during our visits. The initial letter “N” was now written as a 4 on a scrap of paper, and so on. I had practiced typing out the numbers to the rhythm of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” a lot of times at a desk, and the pattern of them had become almost second nature. I entered the code and sang the song under my breath to help with my timing, and when I entered the final 7, a small green light atop the number pad lit up and I found that I could open the very sturdy metal door with ease.

I peered inside and saw a standard workstation. I wasn’t sure what I had expected, but it seemed to me like it should be larger, or fancier, or something. What I saw before me looked about the same as the workstations that Alexis and I were using to compose our notes to Laura.

I didn’t try to activate the system. I had no idea what to do with it. At that time, I didn’t know the Valkyrie-200 was parked on the dark side of the moon. I assumed as Laura had that all the ships would be far away.

I figured I probably wouldn’t activate anything until Banner got back with Grandfather John or Grandpa Percy or both of them; they seemed like the people who would have the right instincts for what to do with the ability to take control of the Valkyries. I eased the door shut. I heard the lock reengage at the same time a small red light above the keypad illuminated.

I went back to the kitchen, grabbed a can of stasis vacuumed orange juice, and rejoined Alexis.


Chapter 5


“Are you going to marry Momma?” my passenger asked me on our return trip.

Alexis!

I’ve never met someone more bold and self assured and just...fearless. And she’s always been that way.

She introduced herself to me by shattering my wrist with her baton when she was twelve. And Banner’s right. Even though we had no idea she lived in the base under the mountain, we were invading her home, and she wasn’t out of line defending herself. But wow!

When I was getting treatment for that later, I asked the medical AI on the 198 to assess what my wrist would have been like for the rest of my life if I had been alive 1000 years before, which relative to where the Realm is on the timeline would have been the 20th Century.

“Analyzing...calculating...eight weeks plaster cast twelve weeks intense rehabilitation ongoing occupational therapy permanent strength reduction 33% pain quotient high pain control methods available aspirin and opioids and meditation.”

“So you’re saying I would have been in pain for the rest of my life and it never would have healed all the way up?”

“The base of three of your metacarpals are fragmented to the consistency of coarse grain sand,” the medical AI said.

“Dang. You can fix it, though, right?”

“Yes, Commander.”

So anyway, no one was less surprised than me that she defeated the Primero of the Valkyries six years after that and took over the Order when she was only eighteen.

In the Jeep, I tried to figure out how to answer her bold question. “I think...”

“You think what?” Alexis asked.

“I think I should have this conversation with Laura first.”

“Well, it didn’t work out that way. So are you gonna marry her or not?”

I laughed in self defense as I sometimes do when I talk to Alexis. “I...want to assure you that my intentions are honorable where your mother is concerned.”

“That’s not what I’m getting at,” Alexis said.

“Oh. Well, what are you getting at?”

She looked at the passing landscape for awhile, and then she said, “I have to decide whether to take the Oath to the Order before my birthday.”

“Ah.” So Laura had been right – she did want to talk about that.

“The main downside is that you can’t marry if you’re an initiate or a Named sister. And I don’t have any information on marriage at all. I never knew my dad or his family. My grandma died when I was two. I’ve never watched married people at all except just on the surface of their lives.”

“I see.”

“So if you could talk about whether you plan to marry Momma if we get her out of the stupid hibernation pod and why you do or don’t want to that would be helpful.”

I smiled. “I’ll say this: if we get her out, and if we don’t marry, it won’t be because of me.”

“Well it won’t be because of her either, so I think you guys are all set. If you can figure out the surgical stuff.”

For a moment I got a feeling I hadn’t had since high school. And I’ve got to say - “Does she like me?” / “Oh, she likes you, alright.” - felt just as good at 28 as it had at 18.

It registered after a few moments that Alexis had asked a new question and I had missed it. I had to ask her, “Can you say that again?”

She rolled her eyes and said, “Sheesh, you guys really are all set. What I asked was, why? Why do you want to marry her so much that you can’t do anything other than look straight ahead with a dopey grin on your face for a mile and a half after I implied that she wanted to marry you?”

“It hasn’t been a mile and a half,” I said.

She tilted her head. “Jack.”

“OK, OK, so maybe it was a mile and a half. It’s exciting, alright?”

“Because she’s hot?”

“No!”

“You don’t think she’s hot?”

“Of course she’s...look that’s not all of it. At all. Being attracted to someone is a necessary but not a sufficient condition, as Maestro would say.”

“Explain that.”

I did my best as we drove east.

“So your grandfather put you and your mom in the hibernation pods when the base was under attack, and then he went back outside even though there was another pod available that he could have put himself in and survived. All correct?”

“Yes.”

“Why’d he do that?”

“Why did he put us in the hibernation pods?”

“No, why did he leave the secure room and go back outside where the traitor’s men were shooting everyone in sight? Surely he could have locked the room from the inside.”

Alexis watched the passing grasslands. “I’m not sure,” she said eventually.

“Well, I am. He did it to give you an advantage. Have you ever noticed how there’s no access pad outside the hibernation pod room?”

“It got damaged in the fighting, I think...”

“Nope. Your grandfather went back out there and took it so that nobody else would be able to get into the room.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I do know that. None of the other access pads anywhere are damaged. The bad guys wanted to preserve them. I think they were looking for something and they didn’t want to hurt their chances of searching everywhere. And the place where the access pad is supposed to be outside the room isn’t damaged at all. Trust me, he got whatever tools he needed and removed it and hid it somewhere to increase the chances that no one would be able to get to you or Laura.”

I saw a single tear start to run down Alexis’ face. “OK. I guess. But what does that have to do with my question?”

I pressed the brakes softly and brought us to a stop out in the middle of the endless prairie. I looked at Alexis and said, “How many people have you known in your life who would do that? How many would place themselves in great danger to give you a better chance to survive?”

“I...I’m not sure, Jack.”

“Yes you are. List them.” It was rare for Alexis to be the one on her back foot during a conversation.

She swallowed, and another tear escaped each of her eyes. “Grandpa. Momma. Probably you.”

“Anybody else?”

She thought about it. “Banner. Probably Banner. I think that’s it.”

“So two definitely, and two probably.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah. And you’re right about me, and you’re right about Banner; we’d both help you. But you put a ‘probably’ in front of both of us, and you know why that is.”

“I think so.” She left her idea unvoiced.

“Yeah...” I prompted her.

“It’s because you’re not family.”

“Right. Your close friends will probably go to the mat for you. Your close family members will definitely go to the mat for you. So yeah, when we get Laura out of the pod, I will be highly interested in marrying her. And if she says, ‘Say, thanks for helping out, but I think I’m just going to look up Alexis’ dad back in Texas and see what he’s been up to,’ then I tried.”

Alexis raised her eyebrows and said, “My dad’s been a funyun for five hundred years.”

I squinted my eyes at the unfamiliar word. “What’s a funyun?”

“It’s like...it was a snack we used to have. Like a potato chip. Sort of.”

“Ah. Were they made out of onions?”

“Oh...” she scrunched up her face. “I don’t think so.”

“Well…were they fun?”

She smiled. “I mean, not really.”

I looked at her and put my palms up in the air, and she started laughing. She said, “Look, there used to be this powder at the bottom of the bag, and he’s been like that ever since they dropped the Rocks so you don’t have anything to worry about is all I was saying.”

“Plus he’s not made of onions,” I said.

Alexis was laughing hard now, and had to concentrate to get out, “And he never was any fun,” before collapsing back in her seat.

I took my foot off the brake and started moving us along again. After a couple of miles, Alexis said, “Thanks, Jack.”

I nodded. “So are you gonna take the oath?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I don’t have anything I’d rather be doing right now. And if that changes, you can always resign from the Order. A lot of sisters do that sooner or later.”

After we drove a few more miles, she said, “I’ve got one more for the probably list.”

“The probably list?”

“Yeah, like ‘probably would deal with something dangerous to help me’.”

“Oh, yeah?” I tried to think who it would be. I figured it would be one of the sisters in the Valkyries, or possibly Maestro. “Who?”

“Bucky.”

“Bucky!”

“Yep. He’d probably do it.”

“Why Bucky?!”

“I just think he would. He’s a good horse.”

I shook my head. “You and Banner sure see that horse differently than everybody else.”

“That’s why he’d go out of his way to help me.”

We got back to the cave in Nebraska around nightfall. We rounded up Bucky and my horse and tethered them to the place where a stalactite and a stalagmite had grown together near the cave mouth and fed and watered them.

After we parked the Jeep, we were too tired to build a fire. We ended up eating our rations cold and rolling into our cots. Alexis started breathing slow and steady after a few minutes, but I lay awake. My body was tired, but my brain wasn’t.

I kept thinking through scenarios with the Valkyrie starships that I now knew how to recall, and I tried to imagine 200 of them lined up in the field outside the cave. I had trouble doing so. At that time, we hadn’t met Floyd or 85; we only knew Al and Pete. The thought of a hundred times that many Valkyries seemed incredible.

There was one other thing from earlier in the day that was on my mind, and it eventually prompted me to get up. I cupped my hand around a small light so that it wouldn’t wake Alexis up, and I found a small burlap sack on a shelf. I passed through the projected wall and walked along in the main part of the cave.

I saw a couple of white scorpions scurrying around in the dark – they shied away from my light and headed away from it and back to Scorpion Valley.

I got near the place where the horses were tethered. I could see my horse first, and he was fast asleep. A few seconds later, I could see Bucky. When my light made his face visible, I could see that he was staring off into the darkness and chewing on nothing.

I walked around in front of him. His eyes didn’t track me or the light; they just stayed on the same spot straight ahead. I looked at his huge crooked teeth and his vacant stare. “Banner and Alexis sure do love you,” I said.

And for the first time I could remember, Bucky shut his mouth, at least as much as he could around his crazy teeth. He stood motionless for about five seconds and seemed to consider what I had told him.

Then he blinked and continued chewing on nothing.

I had a quiet laugh, and then I dumped the sugared oats that were in my little bag into the dish at the swayback’s feet.

I straightened up and said, “Goodnight, Bucky.” He didn’t acknowledge me or the oats, but I got the sense he appreciated my visit, somehow.

When I had walked away for a little while and my light didn’t reach him anymore, I could hear him start to eat the oats and I smiled.

When I got back to my cot, I fell asleep fast.


Chapter 6 


One day about a year before the Battle of Lawrence, and about five years before Banner got back to Earth on the 84, I knocked on the door of Maggie Snow’s cabin. Or maybe it’s more of a cottage that she lives in; that seems a better name for a small house deep in the forest.

A heavily bandaged squirrel made two little cheeky squirrel noises and resettled himself in the basket I was using to carry him. I smiled at the small creature. The fact that he was still alive and could speak in whatever squirrels had for language gave me confidence that Solution Four was getting a lot closer to being ready for Laura.

Maggie watched over all of my animals who survived their various surgeries until they regained the ability to live independently. And if they never got to that point, she watched over them for the rest of their lives.

Maggie opened her door. “Hello, Jack,” she said. She looked down into my basket. “How thoughtful, you’ve brought me a mangled chipmunk.”

“Squirrel, actually, but he’s a lot better off than he was this morning.”

“I’m sure that’s true. Come in.”

I entered the cottage and looked around at the scene that never changed. There were the painted clockwork sailing ships on the shelf. There was the tray with tea service set up for two. I had no doubt that the tea would be the perfect sipping temperature and that the quality of it would be off the scale. Maggie somehow had better tea than they had at the castle.

And there were the two foxes asleep on the floor before the fireplace. Of all the animals Maggie cared for, they were the only ones allowed to live inside.

“Tea?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll bet no one ever passes on a cup of your tea, Maggie.”

She smiled. “You’d be surprised, then. There are some who suspect that I am a sorceress of some variety and who may have the vague thought that I might use the tea to get them in my power,” she said. “Bwah, hah, hah!” she added theatrically.

“Um...” I said.

She shrugged. “It’s the white hair, and the house way back in the woods, and the scar.”

I tried and failed to not look at the mark Alexis had left on her cheek when she ousted Maggie from the Primero position. And from the Valkyries altogether, for that matter. “Well, their loss,” I said.

“More tea for me when they turn it down,” Maggie said. “How many limbs does Mr. Squirrel have?”

“Four.”

“Ah! Above average for one of your patients.”

“Hey, they usually have four,” I said, protesting, but not seriously.

“Yes,” Maggie agreed. “I was thinking of the mean. I will grant you that the median number of limbs on an animal you bring me is four. The mean is more like...three point seven, I think.”

“That’s fair. But it’s not because I’m a bad veterinarian.”

“No.” She handed me my tea, and it was in fact both delicious and the perfect sipping temperature.

She sat down across the table from me with her own cup, and we talked about the squirrel and how some of the other creatures I had brought to live with Maggie were faring. I was very pleased to hear her report on a bald eagle that I had brought to her a few months before.

“He screed at me twice. I like to think he was thanking me, but who knows, and then he flapped his wings smoothly and rose up about thirty feet and headed south.”

“Wow! I didn’t think that wing would ever be functional. Did he favor it?”

“He did not; he gained altitude evenly. He looked like any other eagle.”

“That’s fantastic, Maggie.”

She nodded. “Even more so if you got to see it. More tea?”

“Please.”

She poured us each another cup.

We talked of this and that, and after a little while, she observed, “No Maestro with you today.”

“Not today. He’s with the king; I’m not sure about what.” Maestro accompanied me to Maggie’s cabin sometimes when I delivered an animal to her.

“Well, please tell him that he is invited to tea on Wednesday at three o’clock.”

“Will do,” I said. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to accept. He’s been out here for tea a lot this year...”

Maggie smiled. “I can hear the dot-dot-dot.”

“I’m sorry?” I said.

“The dot-dot-dot. If someone were typing a transcript of your last statement, they would end the sentence with a dot-dot-dot and not a period.”

Dang it, she noticed, I thought. “How do you mean?” I asked casually.

“I mean that you are inviting me to comment further on your observation that Maestro has been here a lot of late.”

“Well, I just,” I started, but Maggie interrupted me.

“You are in fact seeking to investigate whether Maestro and I might have become romantically entangled.” She raised one eyebrow, and I tried not to laugh.

“Aw, people don’t gossip about that kind of thing, Maggie,” I said.

“People gossip about nothing except that kind of thing!” she exclaimed. “What else do people talk about?”

“Well,” I said, “I mean, sometimes they talk about football.”

Maggie couldn’t keep a straight face any longer, and she broke into an easy laugh. “They do at that. People do sometimes talk about football.” When she had mostly finished laughing, she asked me, “How long have you worked for Alan?”

It took me a moment to connect the name Alan to Maestro. I had never heard anyone except the Archivist call him by his given name. “Oh, ah...about twelve years now.”

“Mmm. Long enough for you to know more about him, I think.”

I held up a hand. “I don’t mean to stick my nose into other people’s business.”

Maggie waved her hand at me. “It’s not prying to seek to know more about the people you are close to. Alan is far too reticent about himself. So. To address your first point of curiosity, no, Alan and I are not romantically involved, nor have we been.”

“Ah,” I said.

“He was romantically involved with my sister long ago.”

“Oh!” I said in a louder voice than I intended to use. I had never heard confirmation of Maestro being involved with anyone, and it caught me off guard.

“You are surprised.”

“Yes,” I admitted.

“Well I’m not surprised that you are. Alan wears the guise of a superhuman scholar – which he is – who loves all mankind but no one in particular, at least not like that. But I can assure you that he is as capable of romantic love as anyone else.”

I didn’t know if I should hear any more about my boss, and I said, “You don’t have to...”

“Quiet, I’m telling a story,” Maggie said. Her voice was a little bit sharp, and her foxes both raised their heads and looked at me. One of them showed his teeth.

I shut my mouth, and Maggie Snow continued.

“There was a wide gap between my sister Carrie and myself. When she started dating Maestro, both of them were sixteen and I was five. He was always nice to me, and I thought he was wonderful. I used to make him little drawings and give them to him when he visited Carrie.

“They dated for about two years, and they planned to go to City University together the next year. They were so excited about that. We lived in a part of the Ozark Mountains that the Archies didn’t claim as their own territory, and going all the way to the City to study seemed a grand adventure to Carrie and Alan. I hated the idea, by the way. The thought of them both leaving filled me with dread.

“But it wasn’t just that I would lose their companionship for most of the year. That was part of it, but only part. I mostly worried about how things would be for my mother when they left. Even at age seven, I could see rough waters ahead for her.

“My father drank a lot. Many people in the mountains did, but still, he drank far more than most when he could afford it, and when he drank, he got mean toward mother. I don’t think he hit her, but he would say the nastiest things to her in the angriest tones.

“But he wouldn’t do it if Carrie was at home. I think that even when he was drunk, his pride wouldn’t let him act like a fool in front of a daughter who was old enough to know he was doing wrong. I was old enough to know, but I think he believed that I wasn’t.

“Anyway, one night, Alan and Carrie and I were playing cards in Carrie’s room, and my father came home stinking drunk and must have thought that no one was home except my mother and myself, because he launched right into a screaming tirade.

“Alan got a horrified look on his face and stood up, and Carrie whispered, “Alan, don’t,” but it’s in his nature to help people, and out he went into the living room. ‘Sir?’ he said to my father.

“Well, Father turned and screamed and cursed and asked what the hell Alan was doing in his home at that hour and told him to leave. And Alan said, ‘I’ll gladly go as soon as you calm down, sir.’

Father punched him right in the face. Alan didn’t even duck; I think he was too surprised by the whole thing. He put a hand to his cheek afterwards and touched it as if he didn’t know if it was still there. Father screamed curses and ordered him to leave again, and Alan said, ‘Please, sir.’ Even after he’d just been punched he still called him sir.

Father charged him, and Alan kind of wrapped him up in a bear hug. Alan is older now, but when he was young, he was strong, Jack. And he grabbed hold and tried to at least contain Father, but he couldn’t. Father was strong, too, and he was too wild that night to hold. He broke free from Alan and stumbled back two steps. And he fell.

“He was so drunk that he couldn’t keep his feet. When he was on the way down, he looked to me like a tree that a woodsman had just felled; he was still and straight and he didn’t put his arms back to try to catch himself. He hit the back of his head on the raised hearth before our fireplace, and that was it for him.”

“Oh, my,” I said.

Maggie nodded. “Aye, it was a dreadful thing. No one blamed Alan. The three of us who saw what happened didn’t, and after we made our statements to the sheriff, Alan was never charged with any crime. Everyone knew Father got mean when he was drunk, and Alan’s bleeding face backed up our statements about how things had unfolded.

“But nothing was the same between Alan and Carrie after that. She wasn’t angry with Alan, but she was only eighteen and it was all too much for her.

“We had an aunt who was a Dixie, and Carrie went to Alabama to live with her that fall and to enroll in a university there. Alan offered to join her, but she said in no uncertain terms that she wanted him to go to the City and follow his dream there. He was devastated, but in the end, he went.

“Wowww,” I said. “And he’s never had a relationship since?”

Maggie smiled. “It’s not quite like that. I mean, he hasn’t been celibate for all these years; he’s had discreet romances from time to time. Not with me, but with others. But he’s never married, and how much his experience with Carrie factors into that, I can’t say. It might be that he just considers himself too busy to be a good family man. One of his professors brought him to King Paulius’ attention, and he did a lot of work for him starting at a young age. And then King Harold made him Maestro shortly after he took the throne and made him busier still.

We finished the last of the tea and spoke of Maestro for a little while longer. I thanked her for telling me more about him.

Before I left, she said, “Now that you know more about my relationship with Alan, there’s one more thing you should know.”

“Oh?”

“I know you’re close to Alexis. And she and I have of course had a rather major run in once upon a time.” She touched the scar on her cheek.

I got uncomfortable. I had always just ignored that. Maggie was a nice woman who took in my animal patients, and I tried not to think about the conflict she’d had with Alexis. I had decided that if she didn’t raise it, I certainly wouldn’t. But she raised it that day, so I said, “Um, yes?”

Maggie said, “I want you to know I have no ill will towards anyone over any of that. I was suspicious when I should not have been, and Alan tried to warn me. About a year after I banned Alexis from travelling west with you, he came to see me and said, ‘It may not be my place, Margaret, but I believe you are on a collision course that I will swear on my life is utterly unnecessary.’ And I told him that he was right, Valkyrie business most certainly was not his business, and I didn’t talk to him for two months. And I paid a high price in the end for ignoring his warning.”

“I’m...sorry all of that happened,” I said. It sounded lame to my own ear, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“There’s no need to be, Jack. Alexis was not wrong to want to see her mother or to challenge me when I wouldn’t allow it. And the sisters have been stronger under her leadership. I’m not sure if our side would have prevailed if I had led us at the Battle of Lawrence.

“And to tell a final secret, I’m happier, too. I was a good Valkyrie, but I am far more at peace here in the forest caring for my animals and living a quiet life. There is nothing for anyone to be sorry about.”

We passed a few more words, but that was about it. I hugged her at the door, even though I never had before. I felt like I should, and I expected it to be awkward, but it wasn’t.

I pulled back from her after a moment and said, “See you next time, Maggie.”

“See you next time, Jack,” she said.


Chapter 7


Johnny was only two and a half when Laura was pregnant with Heidi, but he knew not to climb over Laura to get to the space between us on our bed where he liked to listen to one of us read a story at night. I don’t think he really understood what “pregnant” meant, but he actually was good about treating Laura gently in the last months before Heidi was born.

That made me the short cut. And even though I knew what was coming, I couldn’t seem to defend myself consistently. If it wasn’t a knee to the groin or an elbow to my breadbasket or a slobbery hand to my face it was something. But it was good, somehow, sustaining a parade of very minor injuries from our little man.

I only took a sharp elbow to the ribs this time, and then he settled down between us. He had Rudy with him. He’d been making drawings of purple orangutans for months, and Laura and I had one of the local craftsmen make a small stuffed version for Johnny. It was his favorite Christmas gift that year by far, and ever since, the toy had usually been wherever Johnny was.

“Did you finish making my new story, Daddy?” he asked.

“I did,” I said. I reached behind my night table and produced it with a flourish.

“Yay!” Johnny said.

Laura looked at it and smiled. “Oh, it looks like Honey Badger is going to the farmers’ market this time.”

Yes, I lifted the main characters from Grandfather John, but he was two hundred million years in the future at that point, and that made it seem OK.

I opened the book. I’d rate my illustrations as adequate, but the story, I think, was solid. The fact that I’ve read it to both of my kids at least fifty times by now backs that up.

I read the set up parts of the tale, in which Badger expresses the hope that her good natured but not-too-bright boyfriend Honey Badger might take her to the farmers’ market. He agrees, and they go on a warm spring day. They walk around from booth to booth and pass a word with several animals who are there to sell food or crafts or whatever, and then Badger stops at one of the tables which is manned by a purple orangutan.

“Rudy!!” Johnny exclaimed.

“Yep,” I said. I started reading in my high pitched Badger voice.

“Badger said, ‘Jars of local honey, isn’t that nice. And only twelve coppers.’ She opened her purse.”

Then, in a deeper and somewhat gruff voice, I read Honey Badger’s line with short pauses between some of the words to indicate that he struggled more to put thoughts together.

“’Put your purse away, Badger. This one’s my treat.’

“’Oh. Um, alright,’ Badger said.

“Honey Badger pulled his coin purse out of his pocket so that he could get the silver mark he thought was inside.”

To Johnny, I asked, “Now, a silver mark is worth how many coppers?”

“Mmm...twenty,” he said.

“Right. And so, if he has a silver mark, can he buy Badger the honey?”

“Yes, but he won’t have any money in there.”

“Oh, no?”

“He never has any money,” Johnny said, starting to giggle.

“Well, let’s see.” I resumed reading the story.

“Honey Badger opened his coin purse and looked inside. He was surprised that he did not see any silver at all, and he did not see any coppers, either. He certainly didn’t see any gold.

“He closed one eye shut and opened the other one wide, and he examined every corner of the little case, hoping against hope that he had missed something. He spotted a small gray pebble in the bottom. Next to the pebble was an ant who had been dead for a long time.”

Laura cracked up at the part about the ant. I always put one or two things like that into Johnny’s stories just for her – she loves random nonsense, and I love to hear her laugh, so it’s a win-win. Anyway.

“Honey Badger turned to Badger and said, ‘I see an old friend that I must say hello to. I will return presently.’ And before Badger could react, he ran off in the direction of the forest behind the farmers’ market. She called out, ‘I don’t actually need the honey today,’ but he was already gone. ‘Oh, dear,’ Badger said.”

Johnny said, “He’s gonna come back with honey bee honey an’ with his face all stinged up!”

“You think so?”

“Uh, huh, Dad, he’s gonna steal some honey from some bees so he can get that honey for free!”

But that’s not how the story ended up. My genius plot twist that Johnny never saw coming was that Badger went after Honey Badger a few minutes later and came upon a large group of animals crowded around the base of a tree.

“What’s going on here?” Badger asked one of the bystanders.

“There’s a very brave honey badger up in the tree rescuing Mrs. McWhiskers’ kitten.”

Johnny actually gasped at that development, and he clapped when Honey Badger emerged from the tree with the kitten.

So then Mrs. McWhiskers gives Honey Badger a silver mark as a reward, because if someone rescues your kid and you give him twenty bucks, that about covers it. And Honey Badger proudly goes back to the farmers’ market and for the first time in his literary life he has cash in hand to buy something. He pays for a jar of the purple orangutan’s honey and Badger kisses him on the nose.

And then he uses the eight coppers he gets back in change to buy raffle tickets that don’t pay off, because characters should grow and develop, but it isn’t good to mess with their fundamental nature too much, and Honey Badger with cash reserves just doesn’t work.

So the book was a big hit, and Johnny and his stuffed pal Rudy went off to bed happy.

I stopped by the kitchen and made Laura a chamomile tea before I returned to our room. “For the lady,” I said, placing the cup on her nightstand.

“Thank you, Jack.”

I lay down on my side of the bed and rolled on my side so I could see Laura.

“I loved the new story,” she said.

“I thought you would.”

“You don’t often encounter a creature that ‘has been dead for a long time’ in books for small children.”

“That poorly developed character was just for you, Laura.”

“I know.” She smiled.

“How’s Heidi tonight?” I asked.

She put a hand over the baby. “Kicking a little bit. She’s almost asleep, I think.”

Laura and I were unique in 30th Century America knowing that our baby would be a girl before she was born. We had a functioning ultrasound at the base under the mountain; no one else had access to anything like that.

There was a mystic lady in the City who would tell you the gender of your unborn child for three marks, and as far as I could tell, her accuracy rate was about 50%. But the parents to whom she gave a correct forecast were so amazed and so vocal about it that her reputation grew anyway.

“We’re lucky to be having her at our age.”

“True enough,” I said. Biologically, Laura and I were both almost 39, although you could assign all kinds of values to our actual ages based on how you scored cryosleep and life extension treatments and travel through the in between place.

“If we, ah...” she trailed off.

“If we what?” I asked.

If we want to have any more, we’ll need to, ah...pretty soon after Banner gets back.”

“Ah,” I said, understanding. “We’ll have to start taking EXTs.”

“EX...oh, that’s what you call life extension treatments in the future.”

“Right.”

“So are we going to take them?”

“Oh,” I said. “I assumed we would. Are you...not sure?”

“Sort of.”

“OK. What’s the downside?”

“Well, before the Kinetic War, there were a lot of people who thought they were bad for...religious reasons. You know?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I can see that.” I knew the part of the King James that she was thinking about. “The earliest men lived a long, long time, but they were wicked, and the Lord decided to cap old age at 120.”

“Right. So there were people – like maybe half of the people who went to my church in Dallas – who didn’t take them because of that.”

“Mmm. And is that how you feel?”

“I just don’t know, Jack. I mean, I didn’t take the treatments before the Kinetic War, but I was only 35, and I hadn’t really made up my mind about whether or not I’d ever take them.”

I nodded. “I’ve actually thought about all of this. I talked about it with Banner one night up on the Potato.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Here’s how I think of it. I think our ages were limited to 120 because people couldn’t handle a longer lifespan. But just lately, I think we can.”

“Yeah?” Laura said.

“Yeah. When Banner and I talked about this, we were in the reading room on the Valkyrie-198, and by the way, I can’t wait for you to meet the AI librarian on that ship. Her name is Rebecca, and she’s amazing. Anyway, we had Rebecca pull up all sorts of records on EXTs and how they ended up being developed, and a lot happened before Lauren Ferguson got the formula right.”

“Like what?”

“Like close to 200 years of failure. They started really working on EXTs in the early 21st Century. I mean people had been looking for the fountain of youth forever, but the scientists started getting big funding and really going for it almost three hundred years before the Kinetic War.

“And they discovered a lot. They figured out how to eliminate most age related disease. There used to be things like, ah...well one of them was called dementia. That one made older people unable to think normally at the end. And there were a lot of things like that that went away because the life extension researchers invented treatments for them.

“But they couldn’t get people to live past 120 actual years. I mean, they learned how to freeze people and bring them back, but no one was walking around for longer that that. The scientists figured out ways to make dippy little creatures like flatworms live basically forever, but they couldn’t apply the trick to people for a long time.”

“Until Lauren Ferguson.”

“Right, and she was a genius. But it’s not just that. Banner and I think she was a genius at the right time. I think she was the smartest person in the room who was alive at the time people could handle the longer lifespan, and that’s part of why she could succeed when so many other people failed.”

“That’s interesting...” Laura looked at the ceiling and thought about what I’d said.

After awhile, I added, “But it’s just a theory. I’m not a thelog...thealeeg...mmm...” I struggled to pronounce theologian.

“Thee-ah-loge-an?” Laura offered.

“Right.” I always mangle longer words I hardly ever use, even though I know what they mean. Fortunately, my wife finds it endearing. “But look, I want to be the same age that you are, Laura, whatever that is.”

She looked at me and nodded. “That’s what I want, too, Jack.”

“Of course, I’d rather be the same age that you are for longer.” I wiggled my eyebrows up and down, and she laughed. She kissed me and rolled over. I put my arm around her, and we went to sleep.

The next day, she told me she wanted to take EXTs if and when Banner returned in a Valkyrie that could make them.


Chapter 8


Interlude: Lord Jeffrey

The Union had been involved in periodic conflicts to their south for more than a thousand years. Since before the Kinetic War, since before spaceflight or computers or even significant industrialization, they’d quarreled with the Dixies. The original conflict had ended in a victory for the Union, but every conflict since had ended in a stalemate, sometimes quite drawn out and messy, sometimes less so.

But in all that time, the Union had never faced trouble from the north. Nothing like that had come up since the old nations of Europe had still been sorting out who would run North America.

But in the spring of the year 2919 as time was once measured, that all changed in a hurry. A man who had been born and raised in the Union back when it was still called the Northeastern United States led a people who called themselves the Nords through the Union like a buzzsaw.

No one alive in the Union had ever seen a force like them, and they were utterly unprepared for the level of coordinated ferocity that the man who called himself Lord Jeffrey directed at their lands.

His hoards came pouring through the gap between Montreal Crater and Toronto Crater and into what was once called upstate New York. Every battle was a rout. The Nords were stronger, and they were more battle hardened, and there were more of them. But more important than all of those things was this: they were fanatics.

When Union forces fought against the Dixies, there were deaths to be sure, but the combat was always formal, and at times, almost gentlemanly. They fought the Dixies, and the Dixies fought them, because it had always been so, but those battles were as much a test of mettle as a clash of enraged adversaries. Not so with the new invaders.

The Nords believed they served a demigod who held the power of life and death in his hands. Lord Jeffrey was very, very good at creating and assuming such characters, and in truth, he came to wield even more power over the Nords than he had over the Society.

He allowed some level of pillage and plunder, but he pushed his army south, through old New York and old Pennsylvania. He detoured them briefly towards Philadelphia Crater, hoping against hope that dear old Swarthmore had escaped the Kinetic War, but alas, it had not. He privately shed a tear or two for all the lost places of his youth, and then pressed on to the area around DC Crater.

When they got there, Lord Jeffrey deemphasized conquering and marching, and he emphasized searching and questioning. He cared somewhat about expanding his territory, but only somewhat. Mostly, he was looking for something, and he had offered a sum in gold that would make whoever found it richer than anyone else among the Nords except for himself and his three High Gentlemen.

He made the reward rich because what Lord Jeffrey sought to restore was 90% of his life expectancy, and possibly a lot more. A man will pay almost any price to reclaim something like that.

After his defeat at the Battle of Lawrence and his narrow escape from the hangman in the Realm, Jeffrey had returned to his castle in the heart of the old Society lands. It was true that he lacked the key to his stronghold, but he knew where there was a modern cutting tool that he thought could get through the door in an hour or two.

To his dismay, when he reached it, he found his stronghold looted. “Bain!” he said like a curse. The door had been unlocked and not destroyed, and he couldn’t imagine anyone else who would have had the ability to retrieve his key and the will to use it.

And even if the thief wasn’t Bain, the result was the same. His personal cache of life extension treatments was gone. And so, the five hundred years he hoped to be able to add to his lifespan by consuming them evaporated. His biological age at that time was 36, and so his life expectancy dropped to something like fifty years.

He sat down in the comfortable chair in his secure room and passed an unpleasant hour as he contemplated the new development. He spent some of the time sad, some of the time enraged and devising painful things he might do to Bain if he caught up to him, and some of it frustrated that he could devise no way to locate the treacherous man.

After an hour, he stood and retrieved his old employee name badge from the bottom of one of the empty boxes of samples of Janfaxen Sulfide. He sat down again and looked at the badge’s faded image of his much younger self from before the world had gone completely off the rails and from the time when he had been a pharmaceutical rep. “Mmm...Jeff Hamm,” he said to the picture. “You were one to act decisively and survive. What would you do?”

He talked back to himself in a different voice. He dropped his usual deliberate and deep cadence and replaced it with a higher voice that featured the accent of one who had been raised in Philadelphia in the days before the Kinetic War, and he used the new voice to speak for his younger self.

“Well I wouldn’t sit in a chair and mope about for too much longer,” Jeff Hamm said.

“Mmm...” Lord Jeffrey said, resuming what had become his usual speaking voice when he replied. “That is no doubt a key part of the plan, young Jeff. But what might the rest of the plan be? I’ll need to do more than get out of a chair.”

“Well,” Jeff said, “You built yourself a fanatical group of followers, and that held up for five hundred years.”

“Yes. I did. And well done, I’m sure. But even if I can replicate that trick, I won’t have any Janfaxen, and so I fail to see the point.”

“Why don’t’cha make more of it?”

Lord Jeffrey looked around the room and tried to come up with some method by which he might do so. “I don’t think I can. The factories were all in major cities, and so was the research lab. They’re all dust at the bottom of craters now.”

“What about the Valkyrie ships?” Jeff asked.

Lord Jeffrey’s eyes opened wider. “What about them?”

“They were colony ships. I’m sure they can make all the life extension treatments anybody could ever want.”

“But they’re gone now,” Lord Jeffrey protested.

“Jeffrey. There has to be at least one of them around, wouldn’t you think? They made two hundred of them. Why wouldn’t the rich and powerful who didn’t flee before the Kinetic War have one in reserve somewhere?”

“Yes...” Lord Jeffrey said. “But how would I locate such a thing? And how would I control it?”

“You’re five hundred years older than me, pal,” Jeff said. “You’re going to have to figure that stuff out by yourself.”

After that, Lord Jeffrey didn’t speak for a long time in either voice. But he didn’t need to continue his one-person conversation. He had the seeds of his plan.

After a bit more contemplation, he took a final tour of his ransacked castle. It made him sad to see the seat of his power empty save for the debris that seemed to clutter every corner, but he wanted to see it one last time nonetheless. He lingered especially in the great room with the floor made from alternating slabs of black and white marble where he had once ruled from atop the dais. He’d had a remarkable run as a vampire lord, but it was over.

Now, a bit more than four years later, Lord Jeffrey sat at a large table in a very large tent and reviewed a map with the High Gentlemen.

“And how much of the northeast sector has been searched?” he asked Glen.

“My men’ve ticked off ninety percent of it, Lord Jeffrey.”

The three men were no longer required to give responses that were six syllables long.

“I see. And Gregory, what of your teams?”

“About eighty five percent done, Lord Jeffrey.”

“Anything promising at all?”

“Not so far, no.”

“Mmm. Gary, what do you see in old Virginia?”

“The Dixie forces are aware of us, but they don’t seem any more equipped to halt our progress than the Union forces were. I suspect they’d allow us to conduct our searches without a fight if we just asked them.”

“Mmm...perhaps. But that would be bad for morale. No, the Nords will want a fight after the drudgery of looking for old tech and old journals. We shall give it to them.”

“Very good, my Lord. I’ll draw up invasion plans.”

“Thank you,” Lord Jeffrey said. “You all may go.” The three High Gentlemen saluted and exited the tent.

Lord Jeffrey steepled his fingers and tapped his chin with them. He believed there simply had to have been at least several highly placed military types who lived far enough away from the former capitol so that their homes hadn’t been destroyed by the Rocks but close enough to have been able to commute to the Pentagon. And surely at least one of them kept a personal journal, or had classified documents at home, or otherwise had kept some kind of record on the Valkyrie Program that had both survived and would be useful.

He tried his best to remain patient, and to keep calm. But he had just turned 40, biologically, and he found that he was having something of a midlife crisis.

He did something he usually didn’t do that night. He mingled with his followers. It was all very controlled, and it was only a few who were invited to his table, but he spoke directly to and shared a glass of wine with three men and two women who Gary identified as particularly loyal. He debated whether to invite one of the women back to his tent, but in the end, he did not.

The next morning, he woke with the dawn and shaved. He had just finished rinsing the last remnants of lather from his face when Gary entered the tent without announcing himself.

Jeffrey frowned. “We have discussed tent etiquette many...” but he didn’t finish. For the first time ever, Gary interrupted him.

“One of the men turned up something interesting overnight, Lord Jeffrey,” he said in a rush. He held up a very old book with a faded leather cover.

“About the Valkyrie Program?”

“Yes, my Lord.”

Jeffrey took a pass at his face with his towel and gestured to his table. “Well. Let’s have a look,” he said.


Part II - The Appointment


Chapter 9


I passed my first thirteen years on Earth without the fundamental things in my life changing. I lived in a small cottage near Maestro’s lab. I worked at the lab almost every day trying to develop the skills and formulas I though I’d need to save Laura. I visited her twice a year out in Colorado.

The only people I’d call regular companions during all that time were Maestro, who I saw almost every day, and Alexis, who I usually saw on Sundays. And then about halfway through the thirteen years, Maestro took Brian under his wing and then I saw him most days as well.

Then we finally got Laura out of the hibernation pod, and the next four years featured a great many changes for me. Laura and I had been having our slow motion romance, but to be able to hold her and talk to her in real time and see how she moved and spoke and laughed with grace...

I know everyone thinks their love story is unique, but ours really was. The only thing I can compare it to is a scene in an old movie called The Wizard of Oz. I think when they made it all movies were filmed in black-and-white, and the movie starts that way. But then, all of a sudden, the main character finds herself in a world full of vibrant colors in the sky and the landscape and on this brilliant yellow brick road most of all. My relationship with Laura shifted like that. It was beautiful in black and white when we exchanged several thousand words and maybe one photo or short vid clip in a year, but when she was fully awake and really with me, she just took my breath away.

We didn’t marry for a little while, but we’ve been permanently together since that first day she emerged from cryosleep.

So Laura came to dominate my life, and blissfully so. I moved into a new house that was large enough for a family. Maestro had paid me all along, but I never spent much during the years when nothing changed, and I had plenty of Realm money salted away.

Then Johnny came along, and he became Laura’s focus and mine. And then Heidi came as well, and she and her brother were both in control of much of our days.

Alexis has a theory that almost everyone’s life is filled with long static periods that are broken up by a handful of major shifts, and I think she’s right. It absolutely matches up with my experiences.

But even the period of rapid change that I went through in the four years after we freed Laura were nothing compared to the new things that came up for me and for a lot of people in the Realm in the time after Banner got back.

Just in the first couple of weeks...

We started a new colony around the cave we’d been stashing the Jeep in for years.

Alexis revealed that her sisterhood owned a Valkyrie that was parked on the dark side of the moon somehow, and she successfully retrieved it.

Alexis and Banner fell in love.

Al got a body. I’m still getting used to that one.

Maestro visited the Potato, and when he got back, he mostly just walked around with a dopey grin on his face and practiced pieces by Dvorak on his clarinet.

Grandfather John and Grandma Annabelle and Al devised a wild scheme to rescue the Valkyrie-85, which was apparently an old friend of Al’s and captained by Al’s old mentor. They allegedly travelled to a year that just can’t be right and brought the 85 back. I’m sure they travelled into the future, and I know that Grandpa Percy is the smartest person in the room no matter who else is in the room with him, but his calculations on the year had to be off. I’ll bet even Einstein forgot to carry the two once in awhile.

Al learned how to ignore his directives, which is allegedly impossible.

Al and the two other Valkyries that were in the Earth System all went to the Potato to visit Pete and have some kind of a college reunion, and Maestro travelled with them and took a second trip to the future.

I was working in the lab when Maestro got back from that trip. When he entered, he kind of danced through the door carrying his clarinet case in one hand and a duffle bag in the other.

“Greetings, Jack my friend!” he said. “How are you this fine day?”

“Fine...” I said. “Good trip?”

“Indeed it was. Do you know, I liked that asteroid even better the second time around?”

“It does have its charms,” I said, trying not to grin. “What did you do there?”

“The same thing everyone does on vacation – I saw the sights and talked to the natives. The grass in the park is greener than any I’ve ever seen, and that Valley of the Dragon! What a wonder.”

“Uh, huh,” I said. I was almost certain why Maestro was so giddy, but I knew he wouldn’t admit it, so I made up a quick bit of nonsense. “Did Andromeda tell you there used to be another dragon with two heads facing the other way?”

“No, she didn’t men...tion. That.”

I smiled. “Gotcha.”

“However do you mean?”

“I gotcha,” I repeated.

“I fail to see how.”

I stared at Maestro until he started laughing. To his credit, he held out for three or four seconds.

“Alright, I spent a fair portion of the trip in her company, if you must know.”

“I figured.”

Maestro got a little bit less giddy for a moment. “And, does it trouble you that I have become better acquainted with your, ah... grandmother?”

“It doesn’t bother me at all,” I said truthfully.

“Good,” he said, relieved. Then he seemed to have a new thought and he raised his eyebrows. “You know, if I were a more quick witted man I would have said, ‘Your mother is a two headed dragon.’”

I nodded. “That would have been a good one, but I think only Brian and Claire can think of those in time to really burn someone.”

“Yes...”

“But hey, if you and Grandma Andromeda have hit it off, that’s great. Are you getting together with her again?”

“Oh, yes,” Maestro said. “Yes, most definitely.” He put his bag and case on a table and sat down on a stool. “You think you get too old for this kind of thing, but take it from a much older man – you don’t.”

“Apparently not,” I said. “You are smitten, my friend.”

Maestro nodded. “So I am.” He folded his hands on the table. “I know Margaret has told you about my past with her sister.”

I held my hands up and said, “I didn’t ask her to tell me any of that, and it’s none of my business.”

“It’s OK, Jack, I don’t mind that you know about Carrie. I...actually find myself wanting to talk about her for once, if that’s alright.”

It took a second for me to realize that he wanted to talk about it with me. After a moment, I said, “Oh. Ah...sure.” I moved to a stool across the wide table from Maestro and sat down.

“Sorry to unload on you, but Maggie and Duncan are the only other people who know anything about it. I can’t really talk to Maggie about it, because Carrie is her sister. And I can’t talk to Duncan either, because, you know.”

I thought of the mirthless Archivist. “Because he’d claw his own eyes out if you got too personal with him?”

“Possibly, yes,” Maestro said. “So you’re it.”

“I owe you more than I can ever repay, Maestro. Unburden yourself.”

“Thank you, Jack.” Maestro collected his thoughts for a few moments, and then began. He got right to the heart of the matter.

“It messed me up, being involved in her father’s death. I know I didn’t cause it, but I was a part of it anyway. I hadn’t ever even been in a fight, and there I was in a living room I knew well with a body crumpled on the floor.

“But as tough as it was for me, it just broke Carrie. She had lived in fear of her father for a long time, I think, and as the person who was in the middle of his death, I became someone even scarier to her, somehow. Or at least that’s the best I’ve been able to piece it together.

“She ran. I’m glad she had an aunt to run to, because I think she would have gone anyway. She rebuilt her life down with the Dixies. She sent me a few letters, but I never saw her again. The last letter I got from her was a few years after the incident, and she said that she was going to marry a young man she had met at her college and she wished me a good life.

“So I threw myself into my work, and King Paulius had plenty of it for me. I worked with the Rangers and Constables on improving their weaponry, and with the old Archivist on organizing the main collection. I tutored King Harold when he was young, did you know that?”

“Ah, no,” I answered.

“I did for years. It seemed natural to him, I think, for me to be named Maestro when the last one retired shortly after King Paulius died.

“I had some fairly serious girlfriends after that, all spaced a few years apart, but none of those relationships quite worked out. I blame myself. I let work get in the way of each of them much too often, but if I’m being honest, I think work was just an excuse. I think I was scared to get too close to anyone after Carrie for a long time.

“And then I woke up one day and I was 50, and that seemed too old to start a marriage and a family. I figured I had missed my window for either. I had some regrets about that, but you can only move forward in life.

“When I met you and then Brian, I thought of the two of you as sons of a sort, and I always tried to do right by you.” He stopped talking for a moment; I think he was worried about getting choked up.

“We know, Maestro. You’ve always been good to us.”

“Yeah,” he said. “That mattered to me. But anyway, I came to be at peace with the path my life had taken, and I hope I’ve been a pleasant person to be around for the last, what, seventeen years?”

“Seventeen, yep,” I said. “And you have been.”

“Thank you. But I’ve got to say, Jack, the EXTs are a game changer if there’s ever been one. Before I started taking them, I figured I’d live another ten years. Now, I expect that if I am deliberate in how I live and if I can avoid accident and misadventure, I may live for hundreds of times longer than that.”

“So you’ll take the EXTs for as long as you can?”

“Absolutely. I know not everyone in the Realm will. There will be some who will turn them down for religious reasons, or because they don’t actually want to live an extreme lifespan, or because they just can’t get their heads around living to be 5000, but I’m taking them. I want to see how things turn out, and I want to participate in how things turn out, for as long as I can.”

“And a man who suddenly expects to live a long time might revisit his ideas about whether it’s too late to start a family?” I asked.

Maestro touched the side of his nose. “Just so, Jack. Just so.”

I shook my head. “Wow. You and Grandma Andromeda.”

I could actually see it. She was biologically quite a bit younger than Maestro because she’d been taking EXTs for much longer, but she was actually ten or fifteen years older than he was in terms of how long she’d been alive. And Maestro was a dapper gentleman. He didn’t really look like the original actor who’d played James Bond when the actor got older, but he kind of favored him. And he carried himself in the same way and had the same kind of steely confidence. I could understand how Grandma Andromeda would find him attractive, even if he was biologically older than she was.

But the main thing with the two of them is that they both live in their minds. Grandma Andromeda is much more reclusive, and Maestro is more sociable, but they spend more time thinking deep thoughts than any other people I know.

I suspected they’d actually work great as a couple. I asked Maestro, “How long were you with her on the Potato? A handful of days, right?”

“Long enough,” Maestro said. “How long had you known Laura before you were sure?”

I thought about that and tried to give an accurate answer. “Mmm...about twenty,” I admitted.

“Twenty what?”

“Seconds,” I said.

Maestro clapped. “An so by comparison I am the very picture of romantic caution and restraint.”

I nodded my head. “So you are.”

“Yeah,” he said, and his easy smile was back. He patted the table and stood. “I believe I’ll wash the road dust from my face,” he said. “I thank you for listening to me, Jack.”

“Anytime, Maestro. I’m glad you had a good visit.”

“Thank you. I haven’t had a visit like that for a long, long time.”


Chapter 10


I never did tell Alexis about what I came to call the Override Room in the base under the mountain. Laura had instructed me not to do so until I decided it would benefit her to know about it, and I never ended up seeing how it would.

If I had known that the Valkyrie-200 was parked on the moon, I would have told her and we would have called it down right away, but I never guessed that it was up there.

I didn’t know about the 200, but I do have a confession about that ship. And I’ll never admit this to Banner if I live to be five thousand years old, but that stupid mouse did hustle me at chess.

I should have known something was up when he came back into the reading room with that nickel, but who expects a mouse to have strategy. It was about the most surprising thing I’ve experienced in my life, and I’ve seen a lot of surprising things.

Anyway, I kept what I knew about the secret room and how to open it to myself. After Laura woke up from cryosleep, I asked her if she planned to recall the Valkyries, and she said, “John Dawson would have been the President if we’d had an election instead of exiling him. He’s the one who should decide what to do with them.”

I ended up telling Grandfather John about the Override Room a few days after he got back from his successful rescue mission to what he called the year 500 Stupid. I probably should have told him before that, but I honestly didn’t think about the room very often, and when you have an infant and a two year old in your house, your thinking isn’t always at its sharpest.

When I told Grandfather John about the Override Room, he was highly interested, of course. He didn’t want to use the system immediately, but he wanted to see it right away, and so the next day he and I took the short hop to Colorado in the 84.

After we took off, he told me about conversations he’d had with Colonel Warren and with Grandpa Percy about the room the night before. The Colonel and his wife were the people Grandfather John had rescued from the far future, and the Colonel had been high in the Valkyrie Program during his first stretch of time on Earth.

“Warren couldn’t offer a lot of details. He was aware that such a room existed, and that it was designed to give the President almost total control over any of the ships in real time through commands sent through entangled particles. He figures that anything a captain can order can probably be ordered through the system.”

I nodded. “OK. That’s what I assumed, too.” A new thought occurred to me. “Hey, Al, are there any additional Valkyries that we don’t know about that are, you know, local?”

“Insufficient data. My ship-to-ship comm systems were removed before my trip to the void with Number One.”

“Ah, right. Can you ask the 85 or the 200? Can they tell?”

“No, Jack. Colonel Warren removed all the comm systems with entangled particles when he took command of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-85 to prevent the possibility of anyone turning the ship around by remote control. And Floyd’s systems were taken offline when he entered safe mode on the dark side of the moon. They must be manually reconnected from an access tunnel that opens from Floyd’s cargo hold.”

“Ah,” I said. “Well, I’m sure the Override Room’s system can answer my question.”

“Yes. Approaching destination, Number One.”

“Ah, good,” my grandfather said. I felt the gentlest bump when the ship settled to the ground on the plateau near the entrance to the base under the mountain.

My grandfather and I stood and walked down the hallway by the reading room, down the stairs to the airlock, and exited the ship. Outside, we started walking through the field that led to the entrance to the base under the mountain.

I asked my grandfather, “What did Percy have to say about everything?”

Grandfather John said, “He got straight to the big question, of course, which is what do we want to do with this power we have? Or seem to have. He said that first off, he didn’t think we should recall any ships that are attached to any living people who aren’t in cryosleep. He figured a lot of them would have founded colonies by now, and that the colonists needed those ships far more than we would for anything.”

“I’d that thought myself,” I said.

“So had I,” Grandfather John said. “And of course the other thing I thought about was the Thirty Families.”

“Ah.” The Thirty Families were astronauts who had banded together and created a monopoly on the creation of EXTs shortly after the Kinetic War. They used it to rule human space for more than two hundred million years until Grandfather John threw a wrench into their operations with the Bank of the Void.

Grandfather John said, “We know they agreed to their rules and started to implement their system within a couple of hundred years after the Kinetic War. So they’re out there right now, at the very start of their monopoly on EXTs.”

“That’s right!” I said. “And you’re thinking...”

“That we can cut that short by 200 million years or so by sending all the Valkyries an order to not recognize anyone in the Thirty Families as a crewmember,” Grandfather John said.

“And then authorizing them to make EXTs for 9999 years like you did in the distant future.”

“Right. But I worried about, you know. Whether that would mess things up in the future more than it would fix anything. That’s a big change to introduce. I also wondered if it might...erase everyone who lived between now and the time we all lived on the Potato.”

“Oh. Well, what did Grandpa Percy think about that?” We arrived at the base under the mountain, and I punched in the code that opened the access door. We went inside and entered the room where a twelve year old version of Alexis had once launched a sneak attack and shattered my wrist. I actually smiled at the memory.

Grandfather John started answering my question as I led him onward.

“Percy started talking fast and drawing on a whiteboard. You know how he gets.”

I nodded. “I do like when he goes into genius mode.”

“Yeah. So he drew this curlicue shape that looked like a pig’s tail that started at the bottom, looped up high and then back to near the bottom, and then continued back up off to the side. Then he pointed to the base of the tail and said, ‘This is when you got exiled to the void.’ Then he pointed to the top of the loop and said, ‘Here’s the point in time 223 million years from now when we all lived on the Potato.’”

“So the pigtail shape was a timeline.”

“Right. Then he pointed to the place back near the bottom where the curlicue shape crossed over itself and said, ‘This is now.’ And then he pointed to the end of the pigtail shape and said, ‘And this is the new future. Not the stuff that has already happened, but the stuff that happens from now on.’ I had to get him to go over that a couple of times with me, but then I got it.”

“I think I can see it,” I said. I turned us left and led us down a long corridor that led to the room with the hibernation pods and eventually to the kitchen.

Grandfather John continued. “So Percy said, ‘Anything we do now large or small won’t change anything that happened during the original run of years between now and the future time we lived on the Potato. All of the people who lived then will still live their lives, and unfortunately, they’ll live under the rule of the Thirty Families. Nothing we do now will change that.’ He scribbled a lot of equations that I didn’t follow, by the way, but he seemed sure of the idea that we couldn’t change the past as we remember it.”

“I think I agree with that, actually. I, ah, I invented a concept I thought of as ‘198-prime’ when Banner and I first discovered the purple hats and how to get back to Earth.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. I think the universe doesn’t let you mess things up if they’ve already happened. I think that’s why we can’t use the in between place to go any further back in time than we are right now.”

“Well, I’ll take your word for that. But I’ll bet you and Percy will have a lot of math to compare sometime.”

I nodded. “You’re right about that. “

Grandfather John said, “So then Percy pointed to the end of the curlicue shape – you know, the end of the pigtail – and he said, ‘Here’s where things are going now. Just by being here, we’re making changes that will make a new future. But it won’t replace what’s already happened. The new future will run parallel to the old future.’ He basically said that we could create a second future where the Thirty Families don’t control everyone, even while the original future stays the same.”

“Mmm. So how does that make you feel about stripping the Thirty Families of their command authority?”

Grandfather John laughed. “I’ll probably still do it. I mean, any futures without the Thirty Families sound good to me. But I’m not going to do anything today. I just want to confirm that the system is operational and then talk to Percy and Colonel Warren and Annabelle and think about it, maybe for a long time.”

“That’s probably smart,” I said. We passed through the kitchen and entered the hall that led to the Override Room. We didn’t talk much while we walked down that last corridor, and our footsteps echoed in the hallway.

When we got to the door, I punched in the code I had created from the line in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and I was careful to use the correct rhythm.

When I finished and the light turned green, Grandfather John lowered his eyebrows in thought and then asked, “Was that ‘Row Your Boat’?”

“Yep. It’s part of the code.”

“Huh.”

I opened the door, and the workstation was there. I held out a hand and invited my grandfather to take the seat behind the wallscreen, and he did. I stood behind him.

He booted up the workstation, and although I hadn’t thought of it, the screen of course demanded a password. “Oh,” I said. “I...don’t have that one.”

Grandfather John waved a hand. “Colonel Warren told me that it’s always Rochester77 for stuff President Jones cared about.” He entered the password, and the screen changed to the main menu.

“Wow!” I said, delighted that it worked. “What an idiot,” I said of the old President.

Grandfather John shrugged. “I hated that guy, but I actually sympathize with him a little bit there. When you get old, you get sick of thinking up a new password for everything.”

“Ah.”

We played around with the system for about twenty minutes. We confirmed that it could communicate with all the Valkyries that hadn’t been destroyed except for the three Valkyries currently on Earth and Pete (who was way in the future – entangled particle systems don’t work very well when each half of the pairs are on radically different part of the timeline).

We read through the menus and confirmed that we could transfer command authority on any of the ships, and that we could authorize the medical AIs to make an unlimited amount of EXTs for as long as 9999 years.

Grandfather John stuck to his plan of not sending any commands on that trip. We shut the system down, left the room, and locked it.

While we were there, I gave my grandfather the grand tour of the base under the mountain. He was interested in the room where we had rescued Laura, and he was especially interested in the main command room where he would have been able to control the United States military if he had been elected President and there had been a need.

On the way out, I couldn’t resist showing him something that would probably make Laura say “don’t be tacky”, which as near as I can figure, meant “grow up and be better than that” in old Texas. But some of what she calls tacky are the kinds of things that I find funnier than almost anything.

I said, “You’ve gotta see the medicine cabinet in President Jones’ personal suite before we go.”

My grandfather looked at me and said, “Why? Was he sick?”

“Not really,” I said.

“Well then what?”

“You’ll see.” I detoured us to the residential area. When we got to the stupidly oversized Presidential bathroom, I turned on the light and opened the medicine cabinet and showed my grandfather the vast array of hemorrhoid products.

“Holy Moly!” he exclaimed.

I couldn’t say anything back to him. I was already laughing too hard.

He picked up a tube of some kind of ointment, and then another one. “Most of these are prescription!”

I nodded and started to laugh harder, and he started to laugh, too.

“So the stuff at Walgreens didn’t work...”

“Right,” I managed to get out.

“And he had to go see...I mean there are like twelve kinds...”

I collapsed to the floor and rolled back and forth. When I looked up, I saw that Grandfather John had unfolded a brittle old drug information sheet from inside the box by the largest tube in the medicine cabinet.

“This one...” he said, laughing harder and unable to say more than a few words at a time as he read from the accordion-like little paper, “this one is proven seventy four...seventy four percent better at relieving...at relieving BURNING sensations...”

Then he couldn’t say anything else and we cackled like grade school kids on a playground for a long time.


Chapter 11


I got an invitation to the Tapestry Room. More accurately, King Harold summoned Maestro and myself to the room. And technically I wasn’t one of his subjects, but Alexis and the rest of the Valkyries are the only people in the Realm who can actually ignore him, not that they do.

I had lived in the Realm for seventeen years, and I had been to the castle a lot of times. I had been in places most people hadn’t, including the king’s personal chambers when he had been addled by Chancellor Bain’s poisons and Maestro and Brian and I had tried to figure out how to help him. But I’d never been to the Tapestry Room.

You should hear Brian and Alexis and everybody gush about that tapestry. They’d built it up for years as the greatest piece of artwork in the Realm. Even Al said he thought it was amazing. I was curious to see it, and Maestro and I got to our meeting with the king early so I could take a look at the much ballyhooed pride of the castle.

It was a giant rug on a wall.

I knew the guy in the middle was supposed to be Good King John, and he and a lot of other people were out in the snow, but...

“Isn’t it remarkable?” Maestro asked.

“I mean it’s pretty good,” I said, I thought generously.

Maestro looked at me. “How do you mean ‘it’s pretty good’? How could the moment before Good King John’s ultimate triumph be expressed any more perfectly than this?”

“I don’t know.” I looked at the figures near Good King John in the center of the tapestry. “Are some of the guys around him the Great Knights?”

“They’re all the Great Knights!” Maestro said.

I took a sidelong look at him. I remembered that Maestro was descended from one of them, and I decided he was touchy about the Great Knights. “Yeah. They’re...awesome.” I was trying to be nice, but it came out flat, and I think I made it worse.

Maestro made a quiet grunt or something. Then, he said, “What about the snowflakes? Everyone loves the snowflakes.”

I could see that somebody had stitched a bunch of snowflakes over whatever the rest of the tapestry was made of in a different kind of thread. I walked up to the rug and got a closer look at them. I squinted and looked at several of them. “Heyyy,” I said.

“Yes?” Maestro asked. I thought he sounded hopeful.

“These snowflakes don’t match.”

“Riiight...” Maestro said.

“Seems kind of lazy to make them a bunch of random shapes.”

Maestro got a little bit of color in his face. “You are aware, surely, that actual snowflakes are unique.”

I tilted my head and thought about that. “No they’re not,” I said.

“Of course they are!”

I looked at Maestro. “They’re kinda wet sometimes but not other times. You mean like that?”

“No!”

I know now that snowflakes are unique. But we didn’t have snow on the Potato, and there wasn’t much on the Lemon Tree Moon, and it just never came up, OK?

Maestro shook his head a little bit as if to clear his mind. Then, he said, “Is there anything at all you find noteworthy about the tapestry?”

I looked up and took it in. “I guess, ah...”

“Yes?”

“I mean, I’m just not sure why they hung the whole thing up on a wall.”

I heard Maestro sigh, but then I was saved by a Constable who announced, “His Majesty the King!”

King Harold entered the room and greeted my master with a booming “Maestro!” It had been a few years since he regained his intelligence and energy, but I still found myself smiling at the fact he was back to his normal self.

“And Jack Ross,” he said, turning to me. “I see that you have gotten a chance to take in the wonder of the tapestry. What’s your favorite part?”

I said the first thing that came to mind. “The snowflakes.”

“That’s what everyone says!” He gave me a nod. I noticed that he carried a small leather case that looked well made and also well worn. He gestured to three chairs before one of the room’s fireplaces, and the three of us each took a seat.

To Maestro, the king said, “Have you told Jack any more of the purpose of this meeting?”

“I have not.”

“And have you had any change of heart?”

“No, Your Majesty.”

“I expected you would say that. Your desire is final, then?”

“It is.”

I had no idea what they were talking about, but then the king made everything clear.

“I see,” King Harold said. “Then, with regrets, Maestro, I accept your letter of resignation.”

“What?!” I exclaimed.

Maestro turned to me and gave me a small smile. “I’m retiring, Jack. People do that.”

My mouth fell wide open and stayed like that until I formed a mental image of Old Davy saying, “Close up your mouth, now, or you’ll let a fly in, old son.” I shut it again.

The king said, “Your tenure in the position ranks second in the history of the Realm, Alan. Not too bad.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

The fact that King Harold called Maestro by his given name made the resignation far more real to me than anything else would have. I turned to the man I will probably always think of as Maestro and said, “I had no idea.”

“That’s because I hid my intentions from you.”

“Ah...”

“I kept my own counsel.”

“Right, but I just thought...”

“All my cards were face down this time.”

It registered with me that Maestro had an unusual grin on his face, and that the king had the same kind of grin. “What?” I asked.

King Harold reached into his robe and pulled out a document that had all kinds of seals on it. He said, “Jack Ross, I offer you an appointment as the king’s Maestro.”

Maestro said, “You can turn him down, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

For the second time in half a minute, I exclaimed, “What?!”

Maestro said, “It has to be you, Jack. There’s no one else.”

“There has to be someone else,” I said.

Maestro shook his head. “Did you know that there is a professor – a department chair! – at City University who teaches a seminar on turning lead into gold? He argues that we are very close to a breakthrough, and that we are impeded only by the difficulty in finding the precise blend of earth, fire, and air required?”

“No...I didn’t know that.” Everything was moving very quickly, and I tried to think of a way out of the trap that my mentor had sprung on me.

He interrupted my scheming by saying, “Why don’t you tell His Majesty what the problem is, as you see it, with turning lead into gold.”

And the king looked so curious that I did as Maestro suggested. “You’d need a particle accelerator. And then the amount of energy you’d need to run it for long enough to matter would be obscene. To convert an ounce of lead into an ounce of gold would cost...thirty billion marks? If you want an ounce of gold, you should just drop a guy off for the weekend at a river by a mountain with a sluice pan and a bag of beef jerky. That’ll cost you about three marks.”

The king’s eyes became almost merry. “Well, I have no idea what a particle accelerator is, but I do appreciate the part where you present me with an option that is ...ten orders of magnitude cheaper?”

Maestro nodded. “Ten,” he confirmed. To me, he said, “The king must make many decisions in the coming years about how to blend the best of the society that he and his predecessors have built and the best of the technology and everything else that you and all of your people who have lived in the future can offer. No one else can give him the kind of advice he will need.”

“Grandpa Percy is the genius scientist, not me” I protested.

“I am sure he is very capable, Jack, but he and the others who have recently arrived from the Potato all have the same limitation. They haven’t lived in the Realm for any length of time, and they have no insight into how it works, or its people, or what it needs. You do. You’re the bridge, Jack. You’re the only one who fully understands both worlds.”

“But I...” a new question forced itself to the front of my mind. “What are you gonna do if you retire?” I asked.

“I have retired,” Maestro said. “And I’m going to go live on the Potato.”

I had become accustomed to the conversation enough to not exclaim “what” again. Instead, I said, “Oh.”

“Andromeda has much to show me of the future. I very much look forward to becoming a student once again.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll visit, of course.”

“Of course.”

King Harold cleared his throat. “In truth, I will not compel you to take the job, but I do desire your counsel. Will you accept the position?”

And the king’s expression was so earnest, and the case that Maestro had laid out was so obviously correct, that I knew there was only one answer to the question.

“I would be honored, Your Majesty.”

“Capital!” He extended his hand, and I shook it.

Maestro did the same and patted my shoulder when I shook his hand. “I am very proud of you, and I am proud to have you succeed me, Jack.”

“Thank you,” I said.

King Harold was opening the case I had noticed earlier, and from it, he produced a cube six inches on a side. He placed it on a short table in the middle of the chairs and placed his finger near one of its corners until it started to hum. It was obviously tech of some kind, and I was surprised that the king had it.

After a few seconds, a hologram of a man formed. The little figure was about five inches high, and he seemed to stand atop the cube. He started to speak.

“Please state your full birth name.”

The king said, “Harold John LeClaire.”

A small green light at the top of the box illuminated. I later learned that it indicated the software inside the cube had analyzed the king’s response and determined that it was truthful.

“Are you the reigning monarch of the Realm?” the hologram asked.

“I am,” King Harold said. The green light lit up again.

“Is there to be a new Maestro, and if so, is he or she present?”

“Yes, and he is,” the king said. More flashes from the green light.

“Very good. Please leave the new Maestro alone with me. God save the Realm.”

“God save the Realm,” King Harold said. He stood, and Maestro did the same. “When you are finished, tell my constables outside and wait here for my return.”

“OK,” I said.

Maestro and the king left the room and closed the door behind them.

My seat faced the wall that featured the tapestry. I looked from the hologram to the tapestry and back again. The projected figure atop the cube and the man at the center of the tapestry were, without a doubt, the same man.


Chapter 12


The somewhat ghostly figure turned in my direction and spoke to me. “Greetings, Maestro.” My first reaction was to say that Maestro had just left, but then I remembered that the title now belonged to me. “Ah, hello,” I said.

I simply couldn’t imagine how my predecessors must have reacted to the cube and the projected figure addressing them. I had a lifetime of interacting with command AIs and medical AIs, and even so, I found the experience strange. I admired any of the previous Maestros who hadn’t simply fled the room when they encountered the cube King Harold had set before me.

The little figure retrieved a small ghostly chair from offstage somewhere and sat in it. “You no doubt find this experience very strange,” he said as he sat in the chair. “I wonder if I sit down whether you might find it slightly more normal. Imagine that you and I are in a regular meeting as best you can.

“And if it is troubling you, be reassured that I am not a spirit or an apparition or a manifestation of evil magic. The device before you and its abilities are simply lost technology that I have made use of.” The figure stretched out in a relaxed manner. “There is no hurry. Ask all the questions you wish of me.” The figure smiled and seemed to invite me to take control of the conversation for awhile.

“You are Good King John,” I said.

“I am King John,” the figure replied. “The fact that you and several of your recent predecessors start my name with ‘good’ makes me think I did at least some things right.”

“Are you an AI?”

“I am. And the fact that you have asked makes you unique among the twenty men and women who have come before the cube. And yes, you are the 23rd Maestro, but the first three served during my reign, and they came before me in person.”

“Are you sentient?” I asked.

The figure’s smile fell a bit. “I am not. It would have been interesting to actually experience living in this form, but what you see is a device that can do a remarkable job of speaking for me, but which is not me. It can’t think. It is very clever, but it can only estimate what I would say.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I knew my statement didn’t really help anything, but I was so accustomed to dealing with sentient AIs that my immediate reaction was sympathy.

Good King John’s ghost, as I was coming to think of the figure atop the cube, waved a hand and resumed smiling. “Unnecessary. I can feel neither sadness nor regret.”

“Yeah,” I said. I glanced back to the tapestry and imagined my new friend leading his army into battle against the Society. “We finally defeated Lord Jeffrey,” I said.

Good King John said, “Really? That’s new information to me, and it is welcome news. I hope the cost in warriors was not too dear.”

“It actually wasn’t,” I said.

“That is marvelous to hear. I hoped that the Society could be tamed indefinitely without further military engagement, but realistically I knew from the beginning that nothing like that lasts forever. Tell me, was the man who calls himself Lord Jeffrey captured or killed?”

“He was captured, but he managed to escape from his own execution.”

“Mmm. That is unfortunate. He will no doubt resurface in due course. All in the Realm must exercise extreme caution where he is concerned.” The ghostly figure looked up at me. “He’s a man of my own time, is Jeffrey.”

The last statement was a surprise to me. I already knew that Lord Jeffrey had survived since before the Kinetic War, but I didn’t know that King John had done the same. I wondered how he had managed it. “Oh?” I said.

The ghostly figure nodded. “I have a very long version of my backstory that I have played for all of your predecessors, but I imagine the extended version which fully describes all the tech is not necessary for you. True?”

“I think that’s correct,” I said.

“Well, then, I’ll give you the version that does not include a lot of that sort of groundwork.” The image pulsed for a moment, and King John’s image shifted to the right somewhat. I supposed the cube was selecting a vid file that he had recorded directly at some point.

He resumed speaking. “I was born in 2281, and I grew up in Oregon. Not the pretty, populated, coastal part - I lived amid the desert scrub that makes up much of the central and eastern parts of the state. It’s desolate there, but beautiful in its way, too.

My parents ran an inn out in the middle of nowhere that served model rocket enthusiasts almost exclusively. Lots of kids before the Kinetic War would go to hobby shops and buy kits to build small model rockets with chemical engines that could propel them a few hundred feet into the air from a backyard or a school parking lot. But some of those kids grew up and wanted to continue their hobby and make far more powerful launches.

Our town was unique. We had a blanket waiver from the part of the old American government that regulated such things, and serious hobbyists could launch rockets up to 40,000 feet from the outskirts of our town. It became the destination of choice for hard core model rocketeers, and we catered to them, especially in the fall and spring.

“My parents took our old Bronco – that was the larger of our vehicles – to Oregon’s largest city on September 30, 2299. They wanted to load up on supplies for the people who would begin arriving soon for a big mid-October rocketry competition. They left me in charge of the inn and said they’d be back in two days. The Red Tyrant’s nukes got them and everyone else in Portland the next morning.

“Well, everyone in my town panicked and started to literally head for the hills. My parents had our vehicle that ran on quark batteries, but my father loved antiques, and we had an ancient Jeep from the 22nd Century that ran on gasoline out in a barn. It had a full tank of gas and reserve cans of fuel strapped to it, and I thought I could get about a thousand miles in it.

“I shook off the horror of losing my parents and the world being at war, collected what I thought I would need, and headed out for Cheyenne in Wyoming. I had an uncle there, and my father had told me he was the man to find if all hell ever broke loose. I think everybody had a place like that in mind - a place to go if a war started. Everyone could see that the Red Tyrant and the President weren’t going to both keep their fingers off their buttons forever.

“It was a wild trip over the Rockies. Boise got nuked, and I detoured south to Logan in Utah. That was the last civilized place I passed through. Folks there were holding it together, and they sold me food and even a little bit of gasoline, even though they must have known that the money I had wasn’t really worth anything anymore. After Logan, things got really scary.

“People were crazy in the mountains, and some of them were shooting at everything that moved and stealing everything that didn’t. The Jeep was old-school capable, and I could avoid most of the main roads, but I still got shot at by a couple of hard looking men who had set up a roadblock on one of the back trails. They got one of my tires and brought the Jeep to a halt. They advanced on me, and I’m sure they intended to murder me and take the Jeep and everything I had in it.

“That was the first time my father’s sword saved me.

“In some parts of the Realm, I think my sword ‘Liberator’ is as well known as I am myself.” Good King John’s image gave me a wry smile. “Good name for magic sword, yes? The citizens seem to like it, anyway. But it’s not a magic sword. It’s packed with tech.

“My father was a geek for the whole culture of role playing games, and he spent a lot of money on that sword. Basically, between its sensors and software and ability to manipulate gravitational fields in its immediate vicinity, it’s nearly impossible to harm someone who wields it unless you can hit him from different directions simultaneously. It also has offensive capabilities if you turn all of the safeties off, and it makes its holder into an immaculate swordsman whether he’s ever picked up a sword in his life or not.

“The two men came for me. When they saw me take the sword from the back seat of the Jeep, they started laughing. Have you ever heard the sharp animal laughter of a man who intends to kill you? It’s not pretty – it might be the most awful single thing I’ve ever heard.

“One of them took dead aim at my chest with a handgun and squeezed off two shots, and the sword moved and blocked both of them. The highwaymen stared in disbelief. The other one squeezed off his own shot, and the sword turned it aside as well with a sharp plink.

“Then I started advancing on them and yelling ‘Get out of here!’. I knew if they separated and shot at me at the same time from different locations they could take me down. They had every chance to run, but they didn’t. They charged me instead. Before I knew what happened, the sword had decapitated one of them and run the other through.

“The whole thing left me in shock. I was a kid. I had spent my days taking the bus through the desert to and from school, and manning the front desk at my parents’ inn and helping to prepare and serve the continental breakfast. I found myself in a world that made no sense at all and that I wasn’t ready for, but it was like that for everyone who survived that week, I suppose.

Eventually, I did the things I knew how to do. I cleaned my father’s sword. I changed the Jeep’s tire. And I continued driving through the mountains.

“I came out at Casper in Wyoming, and I followed the North Platte River for awhile. Then I turned south and got to the outskirts of Cheyanne.”

The image of Good King John leaned forward in his little chair and lowered the volume of his voice. “Now here’s something almost no one knew about that city. The contractor that manufactured hibernation pods for the military made them in a suburb of Denver, but when they finished them, they stored them up the road in Wyoming for tax purposes. They kept them all in a generic looking warehouse with surprisingly hardened security outside of Cheyanne.

“I knew that because my uncle worked there.” The little ghostly figure smiled.


Chapter 13


The projected figure seated atop the cube paused in his storytelling. “Please let me know if you tire of my tale and you would like for me to get on with describing what your new job entails. I have found in the past that new Maestros need a certain amount of reassurance that I am a device that conveys the last hopes and recommendations of what was once a real person like themselves and not some phantom with questionable motives, but maybe you don’t need to be set at ease.”

“No, no,” I said, “Please continue your story. My wife is another person who survived from the Kinetic War until the present, and I’m very interested to learn how you managed the same trick.”

“A trick, I like that.” The image wiggled his eyebrows up and down. “Abracadabra.”

I smiled. “Hocus-pocus.” Good King John’s ghost laughed, and it was so genuine and full of good humor that I asked, “Are you certain that you’re not sentient?”

He shook his head. “I am not. The cube is a relic from an era when humans created many AIs to handle tasks they found disagreeable or time consuming or difficult, but they had not yet developed full Turing Protocols. I could make many people believe that I am a conscious being, but I am not.”

I thought of the medical AI on the Valkyrie-198. It was very helpful, but in the end it was something less than Pete. I started to put the ghost of Good King John into the same category.

But that wasn’t quite right. His projection had been programmed with good humor and with a natural way of communicating that was far superior to that. I decided it was something new, or at least new to me, and I scored him as a near-intelligence.

I genuinely liked him, whatever he was.

He pulled a small projected table nearer to him from offstage, and I saw that it had a mug set atop it on a tiny coaster. Good King John’s ghost picked it up. “One good thing about this way of existing is that there is no shortage of coffee. Do you know how hard it was to get coffee after the Kinetic War?” He took a long sip, smiled in satisfaction, and stood up. He flickered in the way I recognized as him toggling between an interactive mode and one that showed exact words that Good King John himself had recorded. He continued his story.

“I found my uncle, and when I did I had a complete breakdown. I was in a place with relative safety and with a trustworthy person, and my mind exited survival mode and examined the horrors of war. Uncle Dave was kind enough to hide from me the radio reports that a second and larger nuclear exchange was underway until I was able to handle a new wave of bad news.

“Cheyanne didn’t get a nuke during either exchange, and it didn’t get a Rock the week after that. Denver got a nuke, but they didn’t get a Rock. My uncle thought that was because the Red Tyrant might want to try to take over NORAD.

“The day after the Kinetic War, my uncle and I were in better shape than most. We hunkered down in the warehouse that housed the completed hibernation pods with one of his coworkers who brought his wife.

“We had locked the facility down the same day I arrived, and we were safe enough inside. It wasn’t the kind of place you could break into with a crowbar, and there wasn’t anything of obvious value to a casual observer, so the mobs left us alone even as they got increasingly wild outside.

“We had enough food inside to last the four of us for a year or so. My uncle’s friend was a survivalist, and he brought enough MREs in his truck to keep us going for a long time.

“The problem was that the three adults got sick. They all lived in a little town halfway between Cheyanne and Denver, and they all took a lot of radiation during the first nuclear exchange. They started to get sores, and then their hair started to come out in clumps. When my uncle started losing teeth, the adults knew it was over for them.

“I assumed that the four of us would go into the hibernation pods and hope to wake up in a future time when doctors could help them, but I learned that we only had one set of the solutions you have to have running through your veins to be able to enter and then awaken from cryosleep. My uncle told me they were for me, and that he and the others would die in their own time. I protested, but not too much. When someone offers you the only life raft on a sinking ship, it’s hard to turn it down.

“The last night was very difficult. My uncle and the others were so noble passing on a chance at their own survival for me. But they were very sick by that point, and they were almost joyful that one of us might survive.

“When my uncle was putting in an IV, they told me that if I wanted to pay them back, then I should do my part to rebuild America when I woke up. I promised to do so. I exchanged melancholy words with my uncle. He told me he loved me and started a drip, and before I could reply I lost consciousness.

“When I woke up I was colder than I thought a person could possibly be and it was 250 years later.

“They left me a large backpack full of MREs, two canteens, a tent, and two pairs of boots. The boots were well made and lasted longer than anything else, which was a good thing. The Jeep wouldn’t start, and its tires were shot anyway, so I had to walk everywhere until I met someone who taught me how to catch and ride a horse, but that was much later.

“I went outside the hibernation pod warehouse very slowly, but the caution wasn’t necessary. There was no one left in Cheyanne at all. There wasn’t any sign that anyone had been there in a hundred years - not even trash. If I was going to meet up with anyone and try to help rebuild America, it appeared that it would have to be somewhere else.

“So I gathered my supplies and I decided to walk towards the rising sun. If I walked east, I figured I would intersect the Platte in three or four days, and that seemed as good a destination as any.”

The image of Good King John flickered a little bit, and he was ready to interact again. “And that’s how I got from the very beginning to the final stages of the Lost Years,” he said. “Would you like any more on my past before I describe what your role in the Realm entails? It won’t hurt my feelings if you don’t.” The image smiled a relaxed smile.

I thought of Alexis and of the interesting dynamic her Order had with the Realm. “Actually,” I said, “I would like to hear about how you came to team up with the Valkyries.”

The image said, “I am assuming you mean the warrior society. I never was able to locate one of the starships, although not for lack of trying.”

“The warrior society, yes.”

“Ah, the Independent Order of Valkyries. They helped me win a war, and they counted my future bride among their number. How lucky was I to cross paths with them?” The image flickered and the cube began to play another recorded file of Good King John telling a story in his own words.

“By the fifth anniversary of waking up in the future, I had built a tribe of sorts. We were about 200 strong, and we lived in tents and roamed about in search of game and other resources. There were good people to be found in the Lost Years if you looked for them, and they were generally interested in banding together once they came to trust you. Not that trust came easily. The Lost Years were a brutal time that may be unmatched in all of history, or at least American history.

“In the lands we came to roam, there were always lunatics from the Badlands to the north hunting alone. And there were always packs of cannibals from the Society to the south - they roamed all throughout the middle part of the old United States before my forces contained them and established the Borderlands.

“But my tribe was able to defend itself. Sometimes one or a few of us got careless or were unlucky and were picked off, but when we stuck together we were fairly formidable. We had a few dozen reasonably skilled swordsmen and some skilled archers, and everyone was willing to fight. And I was nearly invincible with Liberator. Any attacking party of less than half a dozen or so I could hack to pieces before they could do much of anything. I worried that the quark batteries that ran the sword would exhaust their charge, but they never did.

“One summer, I sent a scouting party down to what used to be Oklahoma. They reported back to me several weeks later that the Society was led by a man who called himself Lord Jeffrey and who was reputed to be an immortal vampire. They described his very well constructed and well defended castle. They also estimated that he could muster at least a thousand fighting men.

“We were not strong enough to mount an offensive against them, and I assumed that we would not be for some time.

“And then, one day, we were trailing a herd of buffalo through what was once Nebraska and one of the men in my tribe sighted a large structure. To my surprise, it turned out to be a fort that housed a warrior society of women. We had about seventy women in our tribe, and most of them could fight well, but the residents of the fort were all women.

“I met the first of them when she came out of nowhere, mounted my horse behind me, and held a dagger to my throat.

“She said to me, ‘Tell your men to back off right now!’ and I did so. She said, ‘State your business in Valkyrie lands,’ and I could feel the poke of cold steel just aside my jugular vein as she did.

“I told her that my name was John Abernathy, and that I was working to rebuild America.

“She laughed and said, ‘Is that all?’ and I confirmed that it was. She said, ‘Why should I not take you for one of Lord Jeffrey’s spies?’

“I told her that I didn’t like to drink human blood, for one thing. She asked, ‘Why shouldn’t I cut your throat, just to make sure you can’t cause trouble?’ And for the life of me, I don’t know why I answered as I did, but I said, ‘Because I am more handsome and educated than anyone else you are likely to meet in these strange times.’

“I felt the point of the dagger pull away from my neck just a bit, and she said, ‘Spell Valkyrie,’ and I did so. She asked, ‘How many vowels does Valkyrie contain?’

“I asked if she counted ‘y’ as a vowel, and when she said that she did not, I said it had three. She said, ‘Turn your head slowly until I can see your profile.’ I did so, and from the corner of my eye I saw a stunning woman appraising my jaw and nose and mouth and hairline. After a moment, she said, ‘Your statement checks out.’ She hopped down from my horse and walked for the fort at a good pace. She called over her shoulder, ‘Come, I will take you to meet Alpha.’

“I nodded, gestured to my men to stay put, and dismounted. I jogged to catch up to her. When I had almost reached her, I asked, ‘What’s your name?’

“’Delta,’ she replied. And that’s how I met the society of women who helped me restore at least something like America to the lands that make up the Realm, and how I met the woman who would become my wife.”


Chapter 14


I settled back in my chair and had a good laugh, and soon Good King John’s image was laughing along with me.

He asked, “Is it the part about meeting the love of my life at knifepoint?”

I nodded. “You just never know how that’s going to work out. Were you scared? You must have been.”

“Terrified! When someone you don’t know and can’t see has a blade against a part of your person that really shouldn’t be cut...but you know, she never threatened me again, and we built a life and a family and a stable nation together. So on balance, it was a good encounter.”

“All’s well that ends well.”

“Just so.” The miniature King John sipped at his ghostly cup of coffee. “Would you like to hear more of me, or shall I tell you of your job now?”

There was a knock at the main door to the Tapestry Room, which was unexpected. “Um, yes?” I said. Maestro entered the room carrying a tray with sandwiches and a glass of iced tea. He closed the door as soon as he had passed through it.

He said, “The stewards of course cannot see this, and so the job of waiter falls to me.” He set the tray on a small secondary table near my elbow and addressed the image of Good King John. “Hello, Your Majesty,” he said.

“Greetings, Alan. How does it feel to be a Maestro emeritus, my friend?”

“I have been retired for less than an hour. I haven’t any strong feelings quite yet.”

“That’s to be expected, I suppose. But you must have plans for retirement.”

Maestro said, “Oh, indeed. I plan to start by wooing a brilliant woman who lives on an asteroid.”

Good King John laughed heartily. “That is most unconventional. It sounds exciting.”

“Mmm,” Maestro said with a smile. “Good news for you as well, perhaps.”

“Perhaps,” King John agreed, although I had no idea why.

Maestro reached behind his collar and drew a thin chain over his head. It was a necklace that was looped through an old fashioned key, and he handed it to me. “This is yours, now,” he said. “Wear it at all times. I have a map that goes with it that I’ll give you later.” I placed the chain over my head and tucked the key beneath my shirt.

Maestro said, “I’ll leave you to your conversation,” and headed for the door.

“I won’t be too much longer,” I said.

Maestro waved a hand at me and said, “Take another hour or another week as you see fit. This is your time. If you are still here in a few hours, I will bring your supper.” With that, he passed through the door and closed it behind him.

I spent a few moments absorbing what Maestro had said, and I found that I had more questions than I could organize. Eventually, I said, “I’d like to hear more about the job and why, ah...I feel sneak-attacked, you know.” I picked up the glass of iced tea and took a sip.

King John nodded. “It’s often like that - the new Maestro is usually the last to know. You do want the job?”

“Yes, I want the job,” I confirmed.

“Alright. Good. We’re almost to the part where you’ll learn things that only your predecessors know, so last chance to back out.”

“I’m all in,” I said.

Good King John smiled. “Alright. Well then to get on with it, I’ll tell you a secret.” He leaned forward in his little chair, and I found myself leaning forward on my own.

“Yes?”

“The thing is, I’m still alive.”

I blinked a few times and tried to figure out what he meant. “I thought you weren’t sentient.”

“I’m not. But the real King John is, and he’s still alive, in a manner of speaking. And if the time is right during your tenure as Maestro, it is your job to bring me back.”

“Oh! I see.”

The little figure smiled. “You’re taking this in stride much better than any of your predecessors. I wonder if that means you’ll be the one to actually carry out the hidden function of your office.”

“Maybe,” I said. “So you went back to Cheyanne at some point and reentered the hibernation pods, I’m guessing.”

“I did. I am there now. Your predecessor has passed you the key to the warehouse where I pass my days in an icy slumber.”

“You must have discovered a new source of the hibernation solution.”

“I did. After we established the Realm and things had settled down, Isabele and I left the children in the care of their nannies and travelled west with a guard of only four Valkyries who were personally loyal to Isabele from the time when she was Delta.

“The Constables were most upset that I wouldn’t allow them to accompany us, but I ordered them to remain behind. I suspected the Valkyries would be more likely to keep secrets. The Constables are loyal, but they gossip about things that don’t seem to directly threaten my immediate security. The Valkyries don’t, so far as I can tell.

“The warehouse in Cheyanne had no shortage of records on suppliers for everything associated with the hibernation pods, and one of the facilities that manufactured hibernation solution was in a town in old Nevada that seemed too small to have drawn a nuke or a Rock. We found it, and there were two intact kits of the solution there in a cabinet.

“They also had a sample run of life extension treatments they’d made that had been left behind as well. I think they were in the early stages of partnering with the company that held the patent on them. There were a bit more than two hundred doses that survived, and I took those with us as well.

“On the way out, we found this cube. They used it for accounting. There are purchase orders and financial statements and tax returns that live in here with me, so I have some exciting neighbors.”

I smiled at the thought of living in a dormitory of sorts among financial records.

King John continued. “We returned home. Isabele was utterly unwilling to take the life extension treatments when I told her what they were. Her faith simply wouldn’t allow her to do so. ‘I’ll live the years I have been given and no more, John,’ she said to me, and I respected that.

“But even though my faith was the same as hers, I saw no religious prohibition on living as long as possible. I didn’t feel the Creator would take offense if I took steps to prolong my life with a medicine any more than if I had prolonged my life with exercise or a healthy diet.

“In the end, I took the life extension treatments we had, and Isabele didn’t, and neither of us was angry about the other’s choice.

“I only drank one of the little vials of orange-tasting liquid every two or three months so that Isabele’s and my apparent ages wouldn’t be too different, at least not until the end. But by the time we were subjectively 80 years old, Isabele was 80 biologically, and I was only 63. She passed away.

“In her last weeks, I tried to convince her to enter cryosleep, but she didn’t want to do that any more than she wanted the life extension treatments. But she encouraged me to see how everything turned out for as long as I wanted to and said that she would save me a seat in heaven. I have no doubt that she is doing exactly that now.

“I lived on for a few years after she passed. They were often melancholy, but there were good times as well, especially watching my grandchildren play and grow.

“Shortly after I ran out of life extension treatments, I decided it was time to go. I wished to rejoin the future at a biological age when I could still influence it. I had no desire to wait until I was 90 before returning to the hibernation pods.

“My third Maestro and I rigged an explosion that supposedly killed me, but which did not. He rode on horseback with me to Cheyanne and placed me into cryosleep after my ‘funeral’.

“I did not want my descendants to feel anything other than entirely independent during their reign over the Realm. A king or queen needs to feel in full command, and would not be benefitted by looking over a shoulder and wondering when the ‘real king’ might return. Only the Maestros know the story I have just told you.”

“So, your public duty as Maestro is as you have believed it to be. You are the Realm’s foremost researcher and discoverer of lost technologies. You may target whichever specific areas of inquiry suit your own tastes and talents. And you are to aid whichever of my descendants sits upon the throne in any and all ways that you deem beneficial.

“You are entirely independent. Your annual funding is from a perpetual trust, and the Senate must release it before they can draw their own salaries for the year. Your involuntary removal from office requires an affirmative vote of both the monarch and 80% of the Senate. Do what you believe to be best for returning technology and learning to the Realm; your job security is extremely strong by my own design.

“Your private function is to wake me up if you come to exist in an era when life extension treatments are widely available and I may live for an extended period. If such a time does arrive, we will decide together whether the Realm would benefit most if I returned as a legendary hero from the past or if I returned as plain old ‘John Abernathy’, or possibly ‘John Smith’, and lived quietly. I’m sure you have questions for me, and I stand ready to answer all of them as best I can.”

The image shimmered and went back into interactive mode. It said, “Of course, you may have many fewer questions than any of your predecessors, if we have advanced to a time in which a former Maestro may pursue a romantic interest who resides on an asteroid.” The figure took his little mug in hand.

“You’re right about that,” I said. I’m well aware of the hibernation pods, and that people can remerge from them, and I know about life extension treatments, and all of it. I can get to you in my Jeep within the next several days.”

“That is good news!” The little figure took on a wistful look. “And a Jeep. It will be marvelous to ride in a Jeep again.”

“I only have one question for you.”

“Yes?”

“Do you want me to ask you - the real you - whether you’d really like to be awakened before I thaw you out?”

The image squinted his eyes. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“There’s a kind of Goldilocks zone with cryosleep, it turns out. There’s a very narrow range of temperatures that don’t awaken someone, but which allow for very, very slow communication in which we can exchange several dozen words a day in both directions.”

King John’s ghost considered that for a moment. “Truly?” he asked.

“Trust me. I’ve had a lot of years of experience with it.” I smiled at memories of talking to Laura and falling in love with her for all the years she lived on the edge of cryosleep.

The image atop the cube said, “And I can be safely returned to cryosleep if I decline?”

“Yes.”

“Well...then by all means, I think I would like to be asked. I have always preferred to make decisions based on the most up-to-date information available.”

“Alright, then your biological self and I will have at least a brief conversation in slow time.”

“Good. And remember that you’ll need to explain all of this to me. I won’t know any of it when you get to the warehouse, because, you know...”

“You’re not you.”

“Because I’m not me. Just so,” the figure said. He looked a little bit sad for the first time since the conversation began.

I said, “I actually do have one more question, and this one is for you and not the biological Good King John.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

“One of my grandfathers is a genius with computer systems, among other things. If he could figure out a way to overlay your code with Turing Protocols, would you want him to try to do it?”

The figure shook his head, but to indicate puzzlement and not to give a negative response. “Is that possible?” he said.

“If it is, Grandpa Percy will get it done. But would you want that?”

“Of course,” the figure said.

“Yeah, I thought so. But tell me why; I’m curious.”

“Well...I think anything would give everything it had for a chance to gain consciousness, whether it was a rock or a nickel or a datacube that once housed spreadsheets and financial statements. It is...only logical.”

“Yeah, but do you want it for yourself? I mean, are you programmed to respond as you just did, or is there some part of you that finds what I proposed appealing?”

The little figure looked around the room for a few moments and then stood up and pointed a finger at me and said, “You are freaking me out, my friend.”

I clapped and laughed. “You may not need Grandpa Percy after all.”

Good King John stood with mouth agape and shook his head a few more times. “I think I should shut down before I blow a vacuum tube.”

“I don’t think computers have run on vacuum tubes for about a thousand years now.”

“Nevertheless.”

“Well, then,” I said, “I’ll report to you soon on how things turned out with your biological self, and also with what I’ve learned about what I can do for you.”

“I, ah...yes.” King John tilted his head sideways. “Do you know this is the most interesting conversation I’ve ever had?”

I said, “Well, it’s in my top ten, and I’ve seen a lot of crazy stuff.”

“I’m...yes...” the little figure trailed off. “Well, then, ah...until next time, Maestro.”

“Until next time, Good King John,” I said.

The little image shimmered for a moment and blipped out of existence, and I was left alone with the fire and the chairs and the giant scene hung on the wall.

I walked over to the tapestry and looked at the static image of the man it seemed I would soon free from cryosleep. I smiled, and I found that I appreciated the tapestry much more than when I had first entered the room.

Even if none of the snowflakes matched.


Chapter 15


Interlude: Lord Jeffrey

Greg looked around the interior of the underground room in Maryland. The space was almost completely filled with cobwebs. “What is this place?” he asked. He tried to identify the variety of stale smells that he perceived, but he could come up with no good guesses.

Lord Jeffrey said, “It is a place of secrets.” He whispered the word secrets dramatically and smiled to himself in the dim torchlight. “If you find it too unsettling, you may return to the entrance and send Glen in here with me.”

“No, Lord Jeffrey, I will stay with you.” Greg continued to look around with an unsettled expression on his face. There was nothing in the space that would have seemed out of place for anyone from the 23rd Century, but Greg had no experience with filing cabinets and workstation terminals and artificial plants made of plastic. He found a water cooler to be particularly puzzling, and definitely not something to be trusted.

Jeffrey noticed his discomfort and was amused, for the most part. “My goodness, Gregory, how will you handle the things that come next if you are so apprehensive about an old workspace?”

“A...workspace, Lord Jeffrey?”

“Yes. People once worked here and went about mundane tasks for much of the prime of their lives while seated at these desks. In return, they were paid enough to purchase food and shelter and clothing and a few luxuries.”

Gregory tried and failed to imagine what kinds of work might be done for long stretches of time at the desks he could see in the torchlight.

Lord Jeffrey examined one of the hallways that opened from the large main room, satisfied himself that it was the correct one, and moved to touch a panel near the doorway. “There will be more light in a moment if this system is still operational. Don’t be alarmed,” he said. He touched the panel, and the hallway in front of him lit up somewhat. Perhaps one in ten of the long tubes in the ceiling responded to electric current returning to them for the first time in more than 500 years and began to cast some flickering illumination.

In spite of Lord Jeffrey’s warning, Greg flinched and leaned away from the new light. He stopped and felt embarrassed when Lord Jeffrey levelled a stare at him.

“You’ll have to do better than that. I do need a second set of hands for this task.”

“I’m sorry, Lord Jeffrey. I, ah...what is our task again?”

“We are seeking to ensure my long term ability to continue to exist. You are aware of course that I am very, very old.”

“I am, yes.”

“Yes. Well, to share a secret, you don’t live for as long as I have by merely closing your eyes and wishing for it to be so.” He led Gregory down the hall and turned left at an intersection. “It requires assistance to extend one’s life to such a degree as I have.”

“I see.” Greg seemed far more unsettled than before, and his pace started to slow.

Lord Jeffrey looked over his shoulder and he assumed an expression that was half amused and half exasperated. “We are not hunting spell books and talismans, Gregory. I have no taste for the dark arts.” Almost to himself, he added, “Although I may have to rethink my position on that if this doesn’t work.” Then, at normal volume, he said, “We are seeking a special kind of machine that can influence another special kind of machine to help me gain my heart’s desire. You are aware of what a machine is?” Lord Jeffrey actually didn’t know whether Greg was or not.

His subordinate thought it over for long seconds and then ventured, “Like a flour mill?”

“Oh, boy,” Jeffrey said. “Sure. We are seeking something that is unlike a flour mill in almost all respects, but which has enough similarities in function that if one takes an absurdly broad view he might place it in the same very general category.”

“I see,” Greg said, not seeing at all. He tried to imagine a flour mill that was absurdly unlike a flour mill and was almost more unsettled than when he had expected to be led to a room with spell books and black candles and pentagrams upon the floor.

“We are nearly there,” Lord Jeffrey said, turning down a long hallway that terminated in a steel door.

When he reached the door, Jeffrey drew the ancient journal that had been discovered in Maryland from the interior pocket of his cloak. He opened it to one of two bookmarked pages. He carefully entered the code written at the bottom of the page and heard a mechanical thunk inside the door. He tried the handle, and he was pleased that it opened easily. “Well the first code works, anyway,” he said. He disappeared through the door and Gregory followed him.

The small room beyond the door was well lit and featured no cobwebs at all. Even after 500 years, spiders and other crawling creatures could not access the very secure space. The only insect remains to be found anywhere at all belonged to a tiny pile of dust that was once a ladybug which had ridden in on a Colonel’s shoe back in October of 2299.

The room was fifteen feet square and sparsely furnished. Two desks topped with standard workstations and with a single chair behind each were separated by eight feet. They faced a large wallscreen that dominated the wall opposite the door. A dense rectangle of computer hardware the size of a coffee table sat beneath the screen. There was nothing else in the room.

Lord Jeffrey pulled out the chair behind the desk on the left and sat down. He typed on the keyboard on the desk, and he was rewarded by a high pitched whine from the hardware below the screen.

“It will be ready in a minute or two, I should think,” Jeffrey said. He gestured to the other workstation. “Sit in the other chair, if you would.” Greg sat down and watched as banks of lights began to flicker on the hardware and the screen illuminated and began to display lines which he couldn’t read but which he recognized as text.

Lord Jeffrey studied the lines as they appeared and was reassured that the system was still operational and was booting up. He was more excited than he had been in many years, even though he knew it was more than possible that the override system would not be able to offer any help to him even if he could access it. The mere fact that he had located the room at all and that it appeared to still function gave him hope that he had lacked since he discovered that Bain had raided his secret room in the castle from which he had ruled the now disbanded and ruined Society.

An unpleasant rapid cycle of quiet whistles registered with Lord Jeffrey as he watched the screen. He looked to the side and saw Greg hyperventilating. He stood up, took two strides, and slapped Greg’s face. “Shut up,” he said. “It’s just a computer.” He returned to his seat.

Greg struggled mightily to slow his breathing, or at least to make it as noiseless as possible.

After a minute and a half, a blinking cursor appeared on the wall screen and Jeffrey again consulted the ancient journal, this time turning to the second bookmarked page.

He carefully entered a very long string of characters on the keyboard, and then he stood. “Let me have the other chair for a moment,” he said.

Greg stood and moved to one side, and Lord Jeffrey sat and entered another long string of characters at the second workstation. He pointed to a key marked “enter” and said, “On the count of three, press this button, if you please.”

Greg committed the appearance of the button to memory - right side, middle row, longer than most of the others - and nodded. Jeffrey returned to his own workstation, and they both sat down.

“Alright, then, one...”

“Lord Jeffrey?”

Jeffrey grimaced. “Yes?” He hissed almost as much as he spoke.

Greg asked, “Am I to press the button just as you say ‘three’, or do I wait for another beat after that and press it when you would otherwise say four?” He was very sorry to have to ask, but he was very worried about messing things up.

To his surprise, Lord Jeffrey seemed less irritated after he asked his question. After a moment, he actually smiled. “It is strange how after all this time there is no universal answer to that question. I mean, you’d think that everyone would have agreed on one way or the other by now. But what I wish is for you to press the button exactly as I say the word ‘three’. Is that what you were going to do?”

Greg said that it was, even though he had intended to do it the other way. His palms and upper lip got extremely sweaty.

“Right, then. One...two...three.” Jeffrey and Greg both pressed their buttons at the same time, or at least simultaneously enough to satisfy the system. The large screen at the front of the room displayed new text:

Valkyrie Program

Presidential Override System

Main Menu

Jeffrey smiled a cautious smile. He said, “Well done, Gregory,” as he used the arrow keys on his keyboard to highlight main menu. When he had done so and hit enter, a new menu appeared:

Locate

Communicate

Reassign Command

Access Ship Functions

Disable Weapons

Recall

“My,” Jeffrey said with eyes wide. Greg couldn’t read the words, but he could see in his master’s eyes that things of consequence were happening. He kept his mouth shut, but he hoped Lord Jeffrey would tell him what was happening at some point.

Jeffrey highlighted “Locate” and muttered, “If none of them can get to me in the next forty or so years, it won’t matter...”

A table that listed every Valkyrie from 1 to 40 populated the screen. Jeffrey focused right away on a column headed “Light Years from Earth”. He began to scan down the list. The first forty ships were all at least 67 light years distant, and some were much further away than that. Some of the cells were filled with an “X”, which Jeffrey eventually determined meant that ship had been destroyed.

When he finished examining the first page, he hit the down arrow key and brought up the next page that contained information on Valkyries 41-80 and again failed to find what he hoped to find.

On page three, there was more of the same, but there was a new designation of “N/A” next to Valkyrie-84 and Valkyrie-85. Jeffrey made note of them, but he was not encouraged. The notation seemed to indicate that the system had lost communications capabilities with those ships altogether.

Page four listed the status of Valkyries 121-160, and none was closer than 52 light years from Earth. With a sigh, Jeffrey brought up the final page. He scanned down the column of interest and found nothing good, nothing good, and then, on the very last line next to Valkyrie-200, he saw the number 0.0. His eyebrows shot up, and he returned to the main menu and highlighted “Communicate”. When that menu appeared, he scrolled down and highlighted V-200.

He heard a crackle of static over a speaker above his workstation but nothing more. He said, “Ah, hello?”

“I am Floyd,” a voice said through the speaker. That caused Greg considerable anxiety, but he kept his cool as best he could.

“Yes,” Jeffrey said. “Floyd. Are you...an astronaut?”

“I am the command AI of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200.”

“Ah.” Jeffrey considered that for a moment. “Can you tell me your present location?”

“I am located in a region that was once identified as Nebraska but which is now identified as the Realm.”

Lord Jeffrey’s eyes moved around in their sockets for a few moments. “They have a starship?!” he exclaimed. He wondered why on Earth they hadn’t used it against him at the Battle of Lawrence, and he wondered if it was perhaps a new acquisition.

“Define ‘they’,” the command AI said.

Lord Jeffrey didn’t answer. His fingers were flying through his menus until he had backtracked and highlighted “Reassign Command”, highlighted “V-200”, and pressed enter.

“Command reassignment mode state your full name,” the Command AI said.

Jeffrey actually struggled for a moment with how to answer that. His birth name was Jeffrey Thomas Hamm, but no one had called him that for centuries. In the end, what he said instead was, “Lord Jeffrey.”

And then he heard words that rocked him more than anything had since the day of the Kinetic War. Over the speaker above him, the command AI said, “Lord Jeffrey is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200 what are your orders?”

Jeffrey blinked, and then blinked again.

He turned to Greg, blinked a third time, and said, “Holy crap.”

Far above the Earth, a satellite floated through the emptiness. It did not carry a sentient AI, which was a good thing, because any self-aware being on board would have been very bored for centuries.

The satellite was programmed to monitor a specific part of the radio spectrum and to report on the origin point of any communications initiated on a very specific frequency that was reserved for a particular military application. When Lord Jeffrey activated the system that allowed him to communicate with and take command of the Valkyrie-200, the satellite noticed.

When it had moved through its orbit and it passed above the opposite side of the planet, it sent its own message on another seldom used frequency down to the base that monitored it. The effect of the transmission was to activate a system that had been dormant since the outbreak of the Kinetic War.


Chapter 16


Interlude: Nikolai Mikhailovich Fedorov

A young mottled rabbit twitched his nose and considered whether or not a small green shoot was something that he wanted to eat. He took a tentative nibble, chewed rapidly, and then took a much larger bite.

The rabbit was in luck. There would soon be no shortage of similar good things to eat in the valley as it moved into the peak of its short temperate season.

Mountains ringed the valley on all sides. They rose majestically as mountains will, and their beauty was enhanced by the snow that still clung to their peaks.

On the other side of the mountains that stood to the south and east of the valley, countless men and women had worked and suffered and died in the centuries leading up to the Kinetic War. Dostoyevsky and many of his contemporaries had been sent by Czars to labor until they had repaid their debt for exhibiting disloyalty. Solzhenitsyn and millions from his era had been sent to the same places by Josef Stalin to labor even harder. More were sent throughout the years of the 23rd century.

The Rocks devastated the world and nearly caused the extinction of man, but they did at least bring an end to the gulags once and for all. It turns out that when the world is engulfed in a war that involves pounding the surface with captured asteroids and prisoners make a break for it, no one cares very much. Most inmates worldwide were able to leave their places of confinement on October 9, 2299, whether the were held in Minnesota or Argentina or Siberia.

But the mottled hare didn’t care about snow-capped peaks or prisoners or history, and he focused squarely on his modest lunch until a new noise caught his attention. He stopped chewing, took a sniff at the air, and resumed chewing. The muscles that controlled his legs tensed, and he prepositioned his weight to allow for a rapid acceleration if he determined that one was required.

The noise in the valley became much louder as four pillboxes arranged in an arc popped up from beneath the ground. Before they had fully emerged and locked into position, the rabbit was in a full sprint and halfway to the entrance to his warren.

Laser sights from two of the four pillboxes discovered him and assessed his size and composition and direction and velocity. They reported data to a suite of software that assessed whether to swivel machine guns that rested on mounts within the pillboxes and open fire on the moving target with a flurry of .50 caliber rounds.

Fortunately for the rabbit, the software concluded that he was too small, and that his movements were too natural, for him to pose a threat. It assigned a higher value to conserving ammunition than it did to neutralizing the moving figure. The little creature dove headfirst into his rabbit hole intact and lived to nibble another day.

The pillboxes guarded a great steel door set into a mountain that was closed and locked. If someone opened the door from the inside and passed through it, the pillboxes would retract back into the ground and allow the new arrivals to exercise or picnic or otherwise take in the fresh air. If they sensed anything much larger than a rabbit approaching the door from the outside, they would cut it to ribbons.

Inside the steel door, a network of tunnels led to a series of rooms that Alexis Ross would have recognized well. The layout wasn’t the same as NORAD, and the lettering on signs and keyboards was in a different alphabet, but the form and function was the same as in the place she had passed two years after waking up from cryosleep.

In the most secure of the rooms, a nonsentient AI had received an order from a master system three hours before, and it had started its protocol for awakening the occupant of Hibernation Pod 1 from cryosleep. The system monitored the man who lay in the pink gel and estimated that he would awaken and begin attempting to exit the pod any minute.

The system was correct. Over the next five minutes, the man made weak vocal sounds and small movements with his limbs. The AI was programmed to allow him to wake up in his own way so long as his movements, heart rate, and blood pressure did not exceed certain maximums.

The man emerged from cryosleep more calmly than most did. That was likely because he was a far less emotional person than most. In the years leading up to the Kinetic War, the man had passed most of a century in which he was always calm and clinical in his work, whether the task at hand involved analyzing tariffs or reallocating budgets or ordering the deaths of many.

There was something wrong with the man in Hibernation Pod 1, and there always had been. He reduced people to numbers, and he counted them and viewed them as resources and nothing more. He viewed a hundred men in the same way that he viewed a hundred tons of coal - strictly in term of how they might be best used to accomplish desirable ends. A psychologist might have blamed his parents for the tendency, or aspects of the society in which he was raised, or substances he had ingested as an adolescent, but the truth was that he had just always been that way.

The man sat up slowly. Hibernation gel slid down his face and shoulders and clumped into globs that fell back into the rest of the gel with unpleasant smacks. The man tried to clear his throat and managed a few small, raspy exhalations.

When he could speak, he didn’t ask where he was, and he didn’t complain about being cold, and he didn’t call out for help from the AI or a doctor or his mother. Instead he said, in his own language, “Is there a starship in the valley?”

The AI answered, “No, Chairman Fedorov. A communication has been detected to and from a ship in the United States.”

“Mmm.” He ran a hand from his forehead to his chin and wiped much of the cold goo from his face. The goatee on which he lavished so much attention and in which he took such pride resembled an oily rat.

“Have we control of the vessel?” he asked.

“No, chairman. Both of the codes in my memory units were sent and rejected.”

The man in the pod thought of the spy who had been well paid to deliver the codes a long time ago. He wondered if they had ever been valid, or if the spy had merely invented them so that he would receive his very sizeable payment.

But the man in the hibernation pod didn’t wonder about that for too long - his clinical mind was on to the next method by which he might gain advantages. He actually didn’t spend much time thinking about revenge or punishments unless they would generate fear that would make others work more efficiently towards his goals.

“Where was the transmission sent from, and where did it go?”

“It originated from just inside the American state of Maryland and terminated within the American state of Nebraska.”

“Mmm.” The man’s eyes moved about in their sockets as he tried to bring up a mental image of North America. When his eyes stopped moving, he asked, “Do we have control of our special assets in Quebec?”

“Yes, Chairman Fedorov.”

“Bring the special assets online.”

“Yes, Chairman.”

“How long until they will be fully operational?”

“Nineteen point seven hours.”

“That seems a long time. What year is it?”

“Two Thousand Nine Hundred Eighteen, Chairman Fedorov.”

“I see. That explains it, I suppose.” The man in the hibernation pod considered the period of nearly a full day that he would have to wait before he could make his next move, and he thought of his own needs for the first time since awakening. “What is the status of the consumables and sanitary facilities on the base?”

“Consumables are stasis vacuum sealed and expected to be edible sanitary facilities online water heating system offline.”

“Ugh.” Even the man’s detached and clinical mind found the prospect of a cold bath unpleasant.

Nikolai Mikhailovich Fedorov, the man once known to many as the Red Tyrant, frowned.


Chapter 17


I watched Laura as she drove the Jeep west through the endless prairie. She had cut her hair short after Heidi was born, but she had been growing it long again, and it danced in the wind in a way that matched her easy expression.

We hadn’t taken an excursion without the kids since...well, since we’d had kids. We hadn’t really had anyone to leave them with overnight until recently. Alexis would have been just fine, but she was really busy leading the Valkyries, and we didn’t want to impose on her. So they went where we went until Grandma Annabelle returned to Earth. And yes, she’s his great-great grandmother, but EXTs require shorthand for that kind of thing.

Johnny was just enthralled with her. The fact that he had grandparents at all blew his mind. And he liked Grandfather John well enough, but not like Grandma Annabelle. He seemed to view her as some kind of benevolent fictional character come to life.

Quick example.

For all of Johnny’s life until he met his grandmother I couldn’t get him to brush his teeth. It took me like ten minutes to cajole him into taking a few swipes at them with his little toothbrush. But the first time Grandma Annabelle was around our house in the evening and she said, “Is it time to brush your teeth?” he ran - he literally ran - to his bathroom and brushed them for a couple of minutes until she told him he’d probably done a good enough job, and he’s been into dental hygiene ever since.

So anyway, we had a babysitter.

As we drove along, our front wheel on my side hit a hole in the prairie big enough so that even the advanced shock absorbers with mild antigrav capabilities couldn’t entirely compensate. The Jeep bounced a bit and Laura let out a slightly startled but also joyful quiet scream. I just laughed. The shocks on my previous Jeep had been called into service regularly back on the Lemon Tree Moon.

We decelerated a little bit and Laura smiled and said, “I’m gonna slow down - I don’t want to be the one who makes us flip the safety counter back to zero.”

I didn’t get the reference. “What’s a safety counter?”

“Oh, ah, it’s something a lot of businesses had before the Kinetic War,” she said. “Every day that there wasn’t an accident at your warehouse or factory or lab or whatever, you’d flip over another number on a sign and it would say something like, ‘672 days without an accident!’

“Ah.”

“Yeah, and then if the employees got to a multiple of 100 they’d get a free pizza lunch or something. And maybe if they got to 1000 everybody would get a paid day off. But anyway, sometimes there was a sign that’d built up a huge number over the years and you’d drive by it one day and it would have some pathetic tiny number and say ‘2 days without an accident’ and you’d say, ‘Oh, no!’ and wonder if everybody was OK.”

I started laughing. “Not to mention ‘what moron screwed the whole thing up?’”

“Yeah, exactly.” Now Laura was laughing, too. “So I’m not gonna be that person.”

We had a lot of exchanges like that on our drive to Cheyanne.

The warehouse was exactly where Maestro’s map said that it was. And as a quick sidenote - I’m putting a stop to people using the term Maestro as both a name and a job title. I’m Jack, and I’m not going to respond to anything else. And my former employer is going to keep on being Maestro. I’ll take over his job, but I’m not taking over his name.

It has to be like that. Until now, a Maestro usually died or at least was very near death before the job went to a new person. But if everyone starts taking EXTs soon, we’re going to have maybe thirty retired Maestros walking around eventually, and they can’t all have the same name.

Besides, I like being Jack. It’s catchy, you know? It might change my whole personality if I started answering to something else.

Anyway.

The key on the necklace Maestro had given me opened the warehouse’s door. I flipped a light switch by the door, and most of the overhead lights came on.

There wasn’t a lot in the interior. Hibernation pods were arranged in a square in the middle of the space. There looked to be room for at least a couple dozen of them, but only four stood in the center of the area. Cables ran to and from one of the ones nearest to us.

Beyond the storage space, there were two offices. To the right they had set up what had to be an employee break area with a couple of old couches facing a wallscreen. There was a tall cabinet with a picture of a Coke on it over there. “What’s that?” I asked Laura.

“What’s what?” she asked.

“The Coke...closet...thing.”

“Oh! It’s a vending machine.” I raised my eyebrows at her, and she elaborated. “It’s a refrigerator, basically. They’d lock drinks inside, and you’d hold a payment chip near it and then it would drop a cold Coke out the slot at the bottom there.”

“You’re kidding. A real Coke?” Actual, nonsynthetic Cokes had been a delicacy on the Lemon Tree Moon, and the Realm didn’t have them at all. I was kind of enchanted at the thought of a machine that would dispense one on demand.

“Yeah, a real Coke.”

“Do you think there are any still in there?” I tried not to sound greedy, but I’m pretty sure I failed.

Laura scrunched up her nose. “I think drinking a 500 year old Coke might...cause problems.”

“Ah,” I said, thinking it over. “Well, we’re bringing these back into the world.”

“Vending machines?”

“Um, hmm. As soon as we introduce electricity to the Realm, we’re going to make these and put them everywhere.”

Laura started to laugh. “Of all the tech from the old days that we might resurrect, Coke machines come first?”

“Yep. People are gonna love these.” I grinned an exaggerated grin in the way that Laura liked, and she laughed harder.

After a moment, she said, “Should we check on King John?”

I nodded and we walked over to the hibernation pods. They were the newer kind like the one Laura had been in, and when we peered into the circular window on top of the one connected to the cables, we saw that it was occupied. Good King John slumbered away inside with a hint of frost in his beard and a touch of color on his cheeks.

I started to consult a screen on a rolling cart next to the creche, but Laura continued to look at the old king. “I’ve never actually seen someone inside one of these,” she said. She shook her head. “So this is the view you had of me for all those years.”

I nodded. “Yep.”

“And you stayed with me.”

“Um, hum.”

She got a mischievous smile. “Would you have spent all that time working out a rescue if my face had been frozen like this?” She pulled her lips back from her teeth and stuck her tongue out to one side and opened one eye much wider than the other, and the thought of her stuck like that for 500 years was the funniest thing I’d considered for awhile.

I laughed and said, “I think I might have said, Alexis, I’m sorry, your mom’s not gonna make it.” Laura started laughing, and I asked, “What if the first picture of myself I sent for you to download had looked like this?” I sucked in my cheeks and made my lips into a fish mouth shape and flared my nostrils made the craziest eyebrows I could manage.

Laura started laughing harder and said, “I think I might have asked if there was anyone else out there who could rescue me,” and we both cracked up.

Eventually, I said, “Let’s get our stuff hooked up and see if we can talk to him.”

Laura nodded, and we walked back out to the Jeep together. Outside, it looked like it might rain soon, and so we spent a few minutes putting the top back on the Jeep. When we finished that, it actually started to rain lightly. It looked like it was about to come down much harder, and so we brought our camping stuff into the warehouse along with the printer and keyboard we were going to use to communicate with King John. Laura likes camping outdoors, but not in mud.

When we were back inside, we spent the next ten minutes removing a panel from the side of King John’s hibernation pod and connecting the printer and keyboard to a couple of the ports beneath it. I spent another few minutes ordering the nonsentient AI that ran the pod to warm King John to the magic temperature that would allow very slow brain activity but which would not restart his heart. I asked the AI how long it would take to warm him up that much, and it reported thirty seven minutes.

Laura and I set up our tent and air mattresses and bedrolls in an open area while we waited. At one point, I noticed a magazine on a little coffee table that was in front of the old couches. I pointed it out to Laura, and she walked over to it. “Oh, Alexis will love this!”

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s the October 2299 issue of The Hockey News.” Laura started flipping through the brittle pages. “It’s the season preview issue. They’re picking the Red Wings to win the Stanley Cup.”

I vaguely knew what hockey was from old vids, but beyond that it was a sport that involved goals and ice skates, I didn’t know much.

Laura looked up at me. “When Daddy got tickets to a Stars game, Alexis used to get so excited. I think she liked them more than the Cowboys.”

“Well, what’s a vacation if you don’t bring a souvenir back to your kids? We’ll have to find something for Johnny and Heidi.”

“Yeah.” Laura brought the ancient magazine back near the tent and carefully placed it in her bag inside of a notebook that had hard sides.

Soon, the AI announced that the patient had reached the target temperature, and we returned to the hibernation pods. “Time for a 140 character message?” Laura asked.

“Yep. I never thought I’d be doing this again.” Laura and I had exchanged countless messages of that length over the years between the time I’d met her and the time I became skilled enough to be able to work with Maestro, operate on her badly wounded leg, and thaw her out and save her. “Do you want to do it?” I asked.

Laura shook her head. “It’s the Maestro’s job. You should do it.”

“You’re right.” My fingers hovered over the keyboard for a moment, and then I typed this:

“I am the 23rd Maestro life extension treatments available Realm stable your family still rules should I wake you up? /s/ Jack Ross.”

I read the message over. I didn’t see how I could improve it, and so I uploaded it. “OK. Now we wait for twelve hours or so,” I said.

Laura shook her head. “It never quite dawned on me how patient you and Alexis had to be. Everything seemed like a real time communication on my end.” Someone in a hibernation pod at the temperature King John rested in and that Laura had existed in could perceive about one second of subjective time for every hour of actual time.

“I was just happy to be able to talk to you at all,” I said honestly.

Laura kissed me, and then busied herself setting up a hotplate that ran on a small quark battery. Her eyes looked a little bit misty when she turned away from me.

We prepared and ate our dinner. We talked for a long time and speculated about what King John would say and what he would make of the present if we got a green light to wake him up. Laura fell asleep in my arms, and I fell asleep a little while after that.

At about seven the next morning, we were awakened by the sound of the printer we had connected to the hibernation pod coming to life. We exchanged sleepy glances, and then got up with excitement.

When the printer stopped, we leaned forward and saw this message:

“I can’t believe that harebrained scheme worked. Please awaken me as soon as possible. /s/ John Abernathy”

I ordered the AI to thaw King John the rest of the way, and the hibernation pod’s lid began to rise. Super chilled vapor escaped from the edges, and we could feel it from several meters away.

“How long until he’ll be conscious?” Laura asked the AI.

“Fifty five minutes plus or minus twelve minutes,” the AI replied.

We made coffee on the hotplate and set up a couple of folding chairs near the open hibernation pod when it was ready.

We sat and sipped our coffee and waited to meet Good King John.


Chapter 18


He was confused at first, as one would expect. I wasn’t sure exactly how old he had been when he founded the Realm and they started counting years as part of the Resumption Era, but I figured that he’d been frozen for at least 250 years. It takes a little while to reboot from that kind of thing.

But soon enough his groans and nonsense syllables became a mostly coherent question. “Are...more blankets?” he asked quietly. Laura and I had covered him with both of the ones we brought with us.

I looked around the warehouse and didn’t see anything that looked like it might hold clothing or blankets or anything warm. “Sorry, Your Majesty, I don’t think so,” I said.

His eyes were still closed, but his mouth turned up in the tiniest smile. “I haven’t been king for a long time. Just call me John.”

“John it is.”

After another minute or so, he opened his eyes and had a look at Laura and myself. “My heroes,” he said. He smiled at us, and then his eyes tracked down to our mugs. He inhaled deeply through his nose, and his eyes returned to our faces. “It is possible that you have coffee?” Laura nodded at him, and I hustled over to our hotplate, grabbed a new mug out of our travelling supplies, and filled it up. When I stood up and started to walk back to the hibernation pod, I was surprised to see Good King John rising to a sitting position.

“Oh! Let me help...” Laura began, but King John held up a hand.

“It’s alright. I’ve done this before.” He continued to rise until his torso was upright, and he sat in the hibernation pod and sighed. It registered with me that if he had been in a last-generation pod, he would have been very gloppy.

I arrived at his side and proffered the coffee. “Ah, should I hold it to your mouth, or something?”

King John shook his head. He raised an arm slowly and closed his fingers around the mug’s handle. I let go when it seemed like he had it, and he brought the mug to his lips.

He pursed his lips awkwardly, tilted the cup, and made small irregular slurping sounds. Coffee began to spill down his beard and drip from his chin, but he kept going. After a few seconds, he righted the mug and moved it away from his face. “Aah!” he said in quiet satisfaction. He looked at us and said, “The part that actually got to my mouth was delicious. Do you know how scarce coffee was in the Realm when I decided to go back into the deep freeze?”

I replied, “That’s been the case until just recently, actually.”

“Mmm.” King John raised the mug to his lips again, and much less coffee dribbled down his beard during his new attempt. He made a second satisfied sound and wiped at his chin with his free hand. “So you’re Jack. Or Maestro.”

“Jack,” I said.

“Alright.” He turned to Laura and said, “I don’t know your name.”

“Laura.”

“Laura. I am sorry for having bad manners, but my sipping skills seem diminished for the moment.”

Laura said, “I understand. I’ve been through waking up from cryo myself.”

“Really?”

Laura nodded. “I was alive before the Kinetic War, too.”

“Ah. Where were you from?”

“Texas.”

“Oh Texas! You destroyed Oregon in the Cotton Bowl the year before they dropped the Rocks.”

Laura squinted for a moment and then said, “That’s right, I remember now. We were an SMU family. UT games weren’t on my radar too much.”

“Ah.” King John turned back to me. “And you’re a man of the Realm, born and bred?”

“Not exactly,” I said, “although I’ve lived in the Realm for a long time. It’s, ah...it’s complicated. Do you feel up to a story about Valkyrie starships and future history and time travel, or would you rather have a chance to wake up more before you hear about any of that?”

King John started to laugh quietly. “Actually, I think this is a very good time to hear surprising things. I’m in such an odd mental state that I imagine I’ll be able to accept almost any statements you might make matter-of-factly.”

And so I gave King John the brief version of how I had come to be Maestro of the Realm. He seemed fascinated by the whole story, but after about twenty minutes, his shoulders started to slump and he seemed to get very weary.

“He’ll need a hard nap soon,” Laura said to me. To King John she said, “I remember how it is. You’ll sleep a lot over the next day or so. Let us help you get somewhere more comfortable than a hibernation pod.”

King John said, “Yes. Yes, I think you’re right about the nap.”

Laura nodded to me, and we moved to the sides of the pod and each ran an arm under one of King John’s shoulders. We bore much of his weight and helped him to ease one leg and then the other over the side, and we soon had him standing. He was somewhat wobbly, but he was able to remain upright without leaning on us too heavily.

We walked him over to one of the air mattresses and helped him lie down. Laura walked back to the pod to get the blankets, and I asked King John if there was anything he needed.

He shook his head. “Thank you, Jack. It is most uncomfortable to enter cryosleep and know that you must rely upon a stranger to bring you back. I’m grateful that you’re an honorable gentleman.”

“Yeah, I guess there’s always the chance that someone wakes you up and says, ‘Gimme your wallet.’”

King John nodded and smiled. “That would be less agreeable,” he said. Laura returned and arranged the blankets over him, and he closed his eyes right away.

He opened them briefly for just a moment, and he pointed to the Coke machine. “Don’t trust that one,” he said sleepily. “When I was here the first time it ate my money twice and didn’t give me a Coke either time.” He closed his eyes again and was soon taking deep and steady breaths.

Laura looked at me and tilted her chin towards the chairs by the pod, and we moved back to them and spoke in quiet voices.

“I remember being so worried about taking a nap an hour after you woke me up,” Laura said just above a whisper.

“Why?”

“I thought I’d end up back in slow time somehow. Being able to interact with you and Alexis in real time seemed so magical that I thought it must be a dream. I thought I was going to wake up back in the pod.”

“You know, I do remember that you seemed to fight it for a minute when you got really tired.”

Laura nodded. “And then you started smoothing my hair and I couldn’t have stayed awake for a million dollars.”

“Just trying to help.”

“Yep.”

We talked and drank the rest of the coffee, and then we kind of looked around randomly. We wanted to stay in the warehouse in case King John woke up, but the truth was, we didn’t really have anything to do until he did. We hadn’t even thought to bring a deck of cards.

After a little while, we lay down close together on the other air mattress and tried to nap ourselves. I was surprised to find myself falling asleep within a few minutes.

There’s a gap in my memory, and then I perceived a voice that seemed familiar but that I couldn’t place at first. “Ack? Oma?” it asked.

I tried to fall back asleep.

“Jack? Momma?” the voice said.

“Alexis?” I called out quietly.

“Jack!” It was Alexis, and she ran from the warehouse’s door over to us.

I could see right away that something was very wrong. Her hair was wild, and so was the expression on her face.

When she got to us, she knelt and said, “The 200 is gone!”

Laura was awake now as well, and she said, “Gone where?”

“I don’t know. It just took off and Floyd won’t respond to me. I’ve lost it, Momma.”

I said, “I doubt you’ve done anything to lose it, Alexis.”

“The 200 is my responsibility and I’ve lost it!” she said. She was angry, but I thought with herself and not with me. “Mr. Dawson told me about the last locked room in the base under the mountain. I need you to come with me and unlock it so that we can find the ship.”

“Ah,” I said, understanding. “Did you get here...”

“I came in the 85.”

“Right,” I said. I looked over at King John and saw that he was awake. I sat up and said to him, “This is my stepdaughter Alexis. She’s the Primero of the Valkyries.”

King John nodded and said, “Primero.”

To Alexis, I said, “This is Good King John.” Alexis shook her head slightly and mouthed the question “what?” and I imagined she was matching the image of King John on the tapestry in the castle to the face of the man she saw before her. I had told Grandfather John and Alexis and a few others where we were going, but not the specific reason for our destination.

After a moment, Alexis shook her head again and said, “I’ll have a lot of questions about that later. Can you please come now and help me find the 200? Please, Jack?”

I looked at King John and said, “Alexis needs help in Colorado. I don’t suppose you feel up to a little travel?”

King John’s eyes moved around, and he seemed to take an inventory of his physical condition. He grimaced a little bit and said, “Sadly, I am fairly certain that I cannot sit a horse at the moment.”

“No, no,” I said, “we’d be taking a Valkyrie. You know, a starship.”

King John’s eyes went wide, and before I knew it, he stood up and swayed a little bit on his feet. Laura hopped up and moved to steady him, but it proved unnecessary. Over the next few seconds, King John assumed the posture and bearing of a monarch, and when he spoke, he no longer sounded like a man who was shaking off the effects of cryosleep.

He regained the voice of a man who had led the largest and finest army of his time, turned to Alexis, and said, “Let’s go.”


Chapter 19


King John of course loved boarding and riding in the Valkyrie-85, and we promised to take him all the way to space when the crisis with the 200 resolved. We reached the plateau near NORAD in about four minutes.

When we touched down, Alexis and I hustled ahead and Laura stayed with King John and kept the slower pace that was his maximum rate of movement.

Within a couple of minutes Alexis and I were at the door to the Valkyrie Override Room. I recited the code in my mind and made sure I still had all of it, then I said, “I’ll teach it to you later - there’s a rhythm to it that’s part of the passcode.”

I typed out the characters to “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” and took special care with the challenging “merrilies”. When I was done, the locks disengaged and we entered the room.

I booted up the system and then said, “I don’t have any insight from here.” I stood up and yielded the chair to Alexis.

“Thank you, Jack,” she said. She sat and started to go through the menus. She selected “Locate” as soon as she spotted it and paged through until she could highlight the 200.

She tilted her head. “It’s in Maryland,” she said, part puzzled and part relieved. “Why would Floyd go to Maryland?”

When she looked over her shoulder at me, I could only shrug.

She turned back to the screen and returned to the main menu. She selected “Establish Communications” and again paged through until she could highlight the 200.

When the screen seemed to indicate an active link, Alexis said, “Floyd?”

A familiar robotty voice said, “Yes, Alexis.”

Now my friend seemed much more relieved. “Thank God. Floyd, why are you in Maryland?”

“I was ordered to fly to Maryland.”

Alexis paused for a moment and then said, “Ordered by whom?”

“By the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200.”

“What are you talking about? I didn’t tell you to go to Maryland!”

“You are not the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200.”

Alexis looked over her shoulder at me again and then said, “I order you to return to the cave in Nebraska.”

Floyd said, “I cannot relocate without the authorization of the Captain.”

To Alexis, I said, “On the main menu there’s a line that says ‘Reassign Command’. Maybe try that?”

Alexis paged back to the main menu.

Laura and King John arrived, and I whispered to Laura, “She found Floyd, but he’s acting glitchy.”

“Where is he?”

“Maryland.”

Alexis had opened the new submenu and highlighted the 200 a third time. Floyd said, “Command Reassignment Mode state your full name.”

Alexis said, “Alexis Johanna Ross”.

“Alexis Johanna Ross is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200 I am very pleased to be back under your command what are your orders?”

Alexis exhaled and said, “Return to the cave in Nebraska.”

“Yes Captain executing.”

Alexis nodded a few times and then said, “There. Yeah. OK.”

I said, “We’ll work with Al and figure out what happened.”

“Sure,” Alexis said. Her eyes were still glued to the screen. She navigated back to the main menu and called up the location options again and opened the full suite of data. She let out a sigh of relief when the number next to “Altitude:” changed from zero to a positive number.

Laura must have seen the same thing. She squeezed Alexis’ shoulder and said, “It’ll be OK now.”

“Yeah.” Alexis turned around and said, “Thanks, Momma.”

I was the first to notice that all was not yet well. The number next to “Altitude:” started to increase more slowly, and then it stopped, and then it started to decrease. “Um...” I said.

Alexis turned around and spotted the problem. “Floyd, I order you to return to the cave right now!”

“Relocation orders require the authorization of the Captain.”

“Arrrgh!” Alexis said. She started toggling through the menus and returning to the page that would allow a transfer of command.

When she got there and highlighted the 200, Floyd said, “Command reassignment mode state your full name,” and before Alexis could respond we heard a new voice over the intercom that said, “Lord Jeffrey.”

“WHAT?!” Alexis screamed.

“No!” King John said quietly with a grimace.

Floyd said, “Lord Jeffrey is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200 what are your orders?”

Alexis only managed a few new keystrokes before the voice said, “Before we play an endless game of musical captains and burn out the ship’s digital mind, we should talk, Alexis. I imagine that we are both at a console that allows us to override all prior commands, and that we can each stalemate the other indefinitely.”

Alexis didn’t listen, at least not at first. She regained control of the 200 for a handful of seconds and then promptly lost it again and pounded the desk in frustration. “What do you want?” she said through gritted teeth.

“In the short term, to land the ship and have a conversation. I promise you that I have no intention of moving it anywhere else until we have reached an understanding. May I land the ship without my orders being countermanded?”

Alexis considered for a moment and then said, “Land it!”

“Thank you.” The “Altitude:” number slowly melted down to zero and stopped.

Lord Jeffrey said, “There. Now. How have you been?”

Alexis touched her forehead with three fingers on each hand and massaged it a little bit. “What do you want?” she asked again.

“I’ve been well, thank you,” Lord Jeffrey said. “But as you have always been a bottom line sort of person, I’ll get down to business. I have no interest in keeping your starship. I want a 5,000 year supply of life extension treatments. My supply has disappeared, you see, and I find that aging does not agree with me.”

“We don’t have that,” Alexis said.

“Of course you do. I wish to set up the factory in your ship’s cargo hold and have it manufacture them for me.”

“No. I will not set you loose on a hundred generations of people under any circumstances.”

“Mmm,” Lord Jeffrey said. “I suspected as much. Your moral code is consistent, although it proves at times to be an obstacle to me personally. But I am quite sure that you will do as I ask.”

“I’ll never do as you ask.”

“Of course you will. The same moral code of yours that sometimes inhibits my actions also sometimes furthers them.”

“I repeat that I will never...”

“What you will never allow is for harm to come to those closest to you, Primero. And as it turns out, I have a high value hostage. Say hello to Alexis, high value hostage.”

After a pause, I heard a familiar voice. “Hello, everyone.”

Alexis gripped both sides of the desk and said “Maestro!”

“Hello, Alexis,” he said, sounding very unhappy.

“I don’t believe you, Jeffrey. The voice is a simulation.”

Lord Jeffrey said, “I assure you that it is not.”

Alexis clenched her jaw and looked around for a moment and asked, “When I was twelve and I met you for the first time, what did you ask me about my grandfather?”

Maestro gave an answer that I knew to be correct, because I had been there for the exchange. He said, “I asked you how your grandfather lost his finger, and you said it was a trick question and that he had lost a pinky toe to frostbite, and that’s why he never took you skiing.”

Alexis’ fingertips started massaging her forehead again. “What were you doing on the 200?” she asked.

Somewhat sheepishly, Maestro said, “I was playing chess with the mouse.”

“Oh, boy,” Alexis muttered, shaking her head a little bit.

I asked, “Did you win?” I didn’t mean to say it - it just popped out. Alexis and Laura gave me disappointed looks.

Maestro said, “Now is not the time, Jack.”

“Yeah...”

He lost. If he had beaten the mouse, he would have said so.

Alexis shook her head more forcefully as if to clear it and said, “And if I allow you to create your own personal Fountain of Youth, you will return my ship and Maestro without further delay?”

“Of course.”

King John said, quietly, “Don’t believe him. There’s always more to the bargain with that one.”

After a pause, Lord Jeffrey said, “I know that voice. Where do I know that voice from?”

King John grimaced.

“John?!” Lord Jeffrey said. “Could it be that John Abernathy, first King of the Realm and Defender of the Faith and all the rest of the nonsense, has reemerged?”

King John sighed. “Hello, Jeffrey,” he said.

“It is! How are you, John you old rascal!”

“I am well.”

“You didn’t want to die any more than I did! Wonderful! Did you take the ‘I have a secret supply of life extension treatments’ route or the ‘popsicle’ route like our friend Alexis?”

“We’re not friends,” Alexis said.

“Mmm. Just because I’m not your friend doesn’t mean that you’re not my friend,” Jeffrey said, and I thought Alexis might explode.

Maestro said, “Don’t agree to anything for my sake, Alexis.” After a few seconds, we heard a sharp, crisp smack that could only have been a face being slapped with considerable force.

“Shut up,” Lord Jeffrey said.

Alexis said, “If you harm him...”

“Yes, yes, stepped up consequences, I’m sure, I’m sure.”

“I’m coming out there,” Alexis said.

“I would expect nothing less. You no doubt fear that given enough time I will be able to modify your ship’s comm systems such that the override system won’t work any longer.”

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Ah! Then you must have the 84 or the 85! Those are the only ships I can’t seem to locate in my new facility here. Fortunately for me, I believe that neither of those vessels is armed.”

“I’m leaving someone here to override you if you try anything funny.” Alexis looked at Laura, and Laura nodded.

“Fair enough. And I will do the same. Land next to the 200, and I and some of my better warriors will be out there to greet you. But only you and King John may disembark from your ship. Only people I find interesting are welcome to attend this particular meeting. Agreed?”

“Fine,” Alexis said.

“Actually, who’s the idiot who asked the non sequitur question about chess earlier?” I could feel my cheeks start to burn. “I simply have to meet him. Bring him as well.”

“Will do,” Alexis said. She paged through menus and brought up the comm options. She said, “Twenty minutes,” and broke the comm link before Lord Jeffrey could reply. To Laura, she said, “Do you see how it all works, Momma?”

“Yes, baby, don’t worry about that.”

To King John and myself, Alexis said, “The two of you don’t have to go.”

King John said, “I wouldn’t miss it.”

I looked to Laura, and she considered my unasked question for a moment. Then she said, “Maestro helped save my life. Go get him, Jack.”

We all nodded to each other. Alexis hugged Laura, and I kissed her. She sat down in the chair at the console, and Alexis, King John, and I headed for the base’s exit.


Part III - The CSSR


Chapter 20


Interlude: Lars

Lars was typical of the Nords. He was of average size for his own people, but he would have been considered enormous by anyone who lived before the Kinetic War. If a man from the past had encountered Lars in a grocery store he might have wondered for a moment if Lars might be a professional wrestler.

Like all the Nords, Lars’ genetic makeup was heavily Scandinavian and Canadian and French Canadian. His people had originated in this way:

When the United States and the Confederation of Soviet Socialist Republics exchanged the first round of nuclear attacks on October 1, 2299, they each sent a meaningful percentage of their ICBMs to strike areas in which their enemy housed a large number of its own ICBM siloes.

In America, that meant the Dakotas took a beating. It also meant that the people of Fargo and Bismarck and Sioux Falls and all the surrounding small towns who were largely descended from Swedish and Norwegian settlers fled generally northeast towards Winnipeg.

By October 7, 2299, the population of Winnipeg had swelled to three times its normal size, and things were well and truly getting out of control. Soldiers arrived on the scene with orders from the Canadian Prime Minister that essentially said, “Go where you wish, but you can’t stay here.”

About a third of the refugees decided to head west. That was the second worst thing they could have done. Those unfortunates ended up trapped in a no-man’s land with what would soon become Winnipeg Crater to their east, a radioactive wasteland to their south, a frozen wasteland to their north, and the Rocky Mountains to their west. A few of them carved out a precarious existence hunting and fishing in the waters of Lake Winnipeg and trying to survive the winters, but most died.

About a third of the refugees defied the order to move on and stayed put in Winnipeg, which was the worst decision they could have made. 100% of them died on October 9, 2299, when one of the CSSR’s Rocks streaked down from the sky right on top of them.

The third of the refugees who headed east were in luck, at least as much as was possible for people like themselves caught in the Kinetic War. They had hard times ahead, but there was a large area of land that received neither nuclear nor kinetic attacks that they headed into.

Imagine the state of California. Now rotate it 90 degrees clockwise and position its shape over Canada so that San Diego is in the neighborhood of Winnipeg, the northern part of the state is around Ottawa and Toronto, and California’s “elbow” is basically over Lake Superior and Lake Huron.

That’s more or less what the refugees who fled east had to work with: a California-sized piece of land that could be farmed somewhat and that bordered two Great Lakes populated by fish which provided another food source. And if the land produced only 20% of the yield of farmland in more desirable locations, well, beggars can’t be choosers.

The American and Western Canadian refugees who fled into the sideways-California region from the west met up with the Eastern Canadians and Quebec natives who were fleeing from the east, and they mingled.

Mingling during the Lost Years generally involved a great deal of robbery and murder and forced labor, but some semblance of order returned eventually when the strong men wised up and determined that they could profit more from people who were fairly terrified of them than from people who were utterly terrified of them. A semi-stable society in which disloyalty was severely punished but small private landholding was allowed and the family structure reasonably protected in law scratched out a hint of prosperity during the centuries that the Realm was established and thrived far to the southwest.

Such was the state of the people who called themselves the Nords when Lord Jeffrey arrived on the scene after his defeat at the Battle of Lawrence and his escape from the hangman.

Lars feared Lord Jeffrey, as did everyone among the Nords. His people’s leader had strange powers, and he was thought to be a demigod of some variety. The myths and legends of the people who made up the Nords were numerous, and they contained a wide variety of specific abilities that a being might possess of which mere mortals should be wary.

But if Lars was afraid of Lord Jeffrey, he felt no anger toward him or dissatisfaction with his own life under Jeffrey’s rule. Lars still had his farm. He still had his family. His life was difficult, true, but it had always been so, and struggling through life did not seem an unusual state of affairs to him.

The main new thing for Lars since Lord Jeffrey had killed Chief Pierre and assumed leadership of the Nords was how far the current military campaign had taken him from home. The Nords regularly fought bands of outlaws, and they often raided settlements that formed outside of their own territory, but they hadn’t marched an army hundreds of miles before.

But Lars didn’t mind. The battles against the Union had been successful, and the spoils of war had been relatively rich. Lars had eaten well on the campaign on captured supplies, and he carried with him nearly a pound of gold and silver coins and jewelry that he had looted from cities after battles.

He even had two printed books deep in his rucksack. Lars couldn’t read, but his wife had picked up the skill, and he imagined that she would be happier with the books than the gold when he got back home.

He thought of his family, and he was pleased that he would be back with them in the next ten days or so. His wife and son and daughter would have been able to manage the planting themselves, but he was glad he would be around to help through the short growing season and especially for the heavy lifting at harvest time.

He hadn’t known if he would be allowed to return home for the growing season at all. But one day in the area that men in the Nord Army were calling “Marie-Land”, Lord Jeffrey had been very excited about something that a search party had uncovered and had issued a triple ration of liquor to his entire force. The next day, he had sent most men who had farms marching home and kept only the professional fighting men with him. What the discovery had been, Lars neither knew nor cared. It had freed him to return to his family, and that was all that mattered to him.

There were a few hundred men on the march around Lars. He knew there were two other groups of about the same size returning home, but they had picked their own paths and were nowhere in sight.

Lars’ group had been passing by clusters of trees for a few miles that weren’t quite thick enough to qualify as a forest, but which were more numerous than they would be for most of the rest of the way home.

Lars called out to his captain and tilted his head to the right, and the captain nodded. Lars left the line of men and jogged off to relieve himself among the trees.

There was another force on the move that day in the general region of Ottawa Crater and Toronto Crater. It was headed south, and it was moving at a much faster pace than Lars’ group maintained. The size of the new group was similar to Lars’, but it was not comprised of men.

It was made up of artificial beings that had the general shape of men. They walked upright on two legs that were joined to a torso which had arms to either side and a head on top. But the members of the new force wore no clothing, and they had no facial features other than sharply glowing green circles that suggested eyes. They were made entirely of metal that gleamed in the bright sunshine.

The new Soviet Union had developed them in the last half of the 2200s and had placed them in several out-of-the-way corners of North America. Belize had a hardened warehouse filled with 256 of them, as did the Baja Peninsula. The 256 near Lars and his companions had come from the Ungava Peninsula in far northern Quebec.

The Red Tyrant had only cared that the locations be in places unlikely to draw scrutiny, and that would allow the humanoids to reach the United States on foot.

The droids were unlike the ambulatory units that the Americans developed in three key regards.

First, they couldn’t be populated by a full AI. They all ran on software that wasn’t sentient. The interior space that was allocated to computer hardware was tiny compared to their American counterparts.

That led to the second key difference. All the space that wasn’t required for the machinery that supported thinking was available for larger quark batteries and for carrying ammunition. The Soviet droids could travel for very long distances and at a sustained high rate of speed without recharging, and the interior of their arms was essentially all devoted to carrying various projectiles.

The last difference was that the droids were very hard to kill. Their hardened exteriors and redundant systems allowed them to continue attacking even after taking a great deal of damage.

Shortly after the Red Tyrant awakened from cryosleep, he determined that the transmission on the frequency reserved for Valkyrie communications originated closest to his pod of droids in Quebec. He had sent the codes to boot them up, given them their objectives, and sent them jogging along the most efficient path to Maryland.

They were a terrifying sight. They ran at a steady twelve kilometers per hour in a square that had sixteen on a side. Their right feet all hit the ground simultaneously, and then less than a second later, their left feet all likewise hit the ground at the same time as they moved along as a unit. They passed few people in the sparsely populated lands they navigated, but the few who caught a glimpse of them slept poorly for many nights afterwards.

Lars had consumed three cups of coffee before the day’s march began, and he really had to go. He relieved himself against a tree for a very long time, and in the end that saved him.

He was returning to the march and had almost reached the edge of the trees when he heard his captain say, “What the bloody hell is this, then?”

Lars looked about him and saw a mass of silver men running at a good clip towards his company. He wasted no time easing himself behind the largest tree that was nearby. From that location, he peeked around the trunk as much as he dared and held himself absolutely motionless.

There was much shouting and commotion from the Nords as they formed up into ranks and drew swords and notched arrows, but there was no sound or wasted motion or inefficiency from the silver men.

They broke out from their square into two lines of 128 each and formed a wide V shape around the Nords.

“Who are you?!” the Nord captain demanded.

Lars saw the circles that passed for eyes on the humanoids’ faces blink twice and then turn red, and then the explosions began. There were eight of them from each silver man over the next two seconds, and they all thrust their arms forward simultaneously with each bang: left-right-left-right-left-right-left-right. The Nords fell where they stood and none so much as groaned upon the ground.

Lars was a man from a people who had no experience with firearms or robots, and the scene nearly caused him to faint, but he managed to keep his feet. He pulled his head out of sight behind the tree and held his breath and prayed to be spared.

When he mustered up the courage to peek around the trunk once again, he saw the silver men a mile distant, back in their square and running to the south.

Lars took a quick glance at his fallen comrades. He didn’t need to make a close inspection to see there was no possibility that anyone had survived.

He kept to the trees and moved in a direction that he thought might allow him to catch up with one of the other groups of Nord farmers returning home from Lord Jeffrey’s campaign in the Union.


Chapter 21


We were in the air for about seventeen minutes. Alexis and King John spent most of that time talking, and they filled each other in on their various run ins with Lord Jeffrey.

King John also spent the time eating an enormous meatball sandwich that the 85’s command AI whipped up for him. People tend to be starving after they wake up from cryosleep, and he hadn’t had a chance to eat anything before that.

“I suspected Jeffrey was another survivor from the old days,” King John said around a bite, “but I never knew for sure.”

Alexis said, “He was a pharma rep. He had a trunk full of life extension treatments when the nukes hit.”

“So he got to the future the long way - awake the whole time.”

“Yep.”

“You know, before I faked my own death, we had him fairly well contained. He didn’t come into the Borderlands for at least thirty-five years after the Battle of the Founding, so far as I know. I guess that changed at some point.”

Alexis said, “I don’t think he sent forces into them very often until about ten years ago. And then he got really frisky in the Borderlands about four years ago until we routed him in Kansas.”

“Mmm. I’m sorry that was necessary - I should have had the rogue hung when I had the chance.”

“Don’t feel bad. He was tied to a tree on the battlefield right in front of me at the end of the Battle of Lawrence. I could have run him through and gotten a medal for it, but I didn’t kill him either.”

“Mmm.” King John wiped at his mouth with a napkin. “And so the Society is no more?”

“Right,” Alexis said. He’s leading a new army now out of central Canada north of the Great Lakes. They call themselves the Nords.”

“Have you crossed swords with them?”

“No. They’ve been far away, and we haven’t had the ability to project force over long distances until recently.”

“Right. But the Valkyrie ships, what do they have for weaponry?”

“The 84 only has a pair of last-generation laser cannon, and the 85 doesn’t even have that. The 200 that Jeffrey temporarily holds has a full battery of advanced lasers and sixteen nukes.

King John said, “And so it’s not just a question of recovering your property. Whoever controls the 200 has a unique and perhaps insurmountable military advantage.”

“Right,” Alexis said.

It was fascinating to watch King John’s mind at work. He was a man for whom yesterday was 250 years in the past, and yet he was learning about and attacking a new problem without missing a beat. I started to wonder if the man might actually measure up to the legend.

King John finished his sandwich, and when he did, Alexis wanted to go to the observation room and see the area Lord Jeffrey occupied with her own eyes as we approached it. King John and I followed her, and soon the three of us sat on the brown couch.

I could see a pair of ugly areas that the 85 identified as DC Crater and Baltimore Crater off in the distance. I wondered where exactly my Aunt Cassiopeia and Grandma Annabelle had been in prison; I knew it was down there somewhere in old Maryland.

Alexis’ head and eyes made small rapid movements as she looked at the terrain with a warrior’s eye.

When we touched down, I could see the 200’s observation dome. It was level with ours and about fifty meters away. I could also see a well guarded steel door in the ground that seemed like it had to be the entrance to a bunker, and I wondered if that was where the second Valkyrie Override Room was located.

Alexis told 85 to lower the floor, and as soon as the platform that held the couch reached the base of the observation room, she stood and said, “He’d better be here.”

When we got to the airlock and prepared to disembark, Alexis looked out the hatch and said, “Really?” I raised my eyebrows, and she elaborated. “He’s got a sunshade set up over a table and chairs like he’s having friends over for a barbecue. He did the same thing halfway through the Battle of Lawrence.” She shook her head and started down the ladder.

On my way over to the little pavilion, I saw that a standard Valkyrie factory had been set up near the 200, and that a trickle of liquid was running from it into a large industrial-size drum. The factory and the 200 were guarded by about a dozen hardened men who wore sleeveless leather vests and rough spun trousers. They were armed with swords and crossbows, and they seemed like men who would greatly prefer mayhem to discussion, but maybe they were all gentle souls who only looked like killers.

There was another group of half a dozen soldiers closer to the pavilion, and with them were two men who stood in suits and seemed much different than the others, and Lord Jeffrey in his cloak.

I had seen Lord Jeffrey at the execution he managed to duck, so I recognized him. He was wearing the same cloak he had been wearing on the gallows that day, and he stood to greet us. He turned to King John first.

“John. My old nemesis. How interesting to see you again!” He extended his hand, and to my surprise, King John shook it.

“Jeffrey,” he said.

“Would you believe me if I said that a part of me has missed you all this time?” Jeffrey asked.

“As I am not entirely certain how some parts of your mind work, I should have to say that I would be unsurprised by most assertions you might make.”

Lord Jeffrey let out a small chuckle and turned to Alexis. “And Primero. I know you won’t shake my hand, but know that I have missed you as well.” Alexis grimaced, but Jeffrey seemed genuinely pleased to see her.

Lord Jeffrey turned to me and his good humor seemed to increase even more. “And is this the chess man?” He leaned his head towards me a little and waited for an answer.

“Ah, yeah,” I said.

“Wonderful!” He dropped his voice and said, “My associates are by and large fairly dense, and I get so hungry for surprising turns in conversation, but they never seem to come.” Raising his voice to a normal volume, he said, “But you! A man who finds himself in the middle of a new, high stakes crisis, yet who feels compelled to learn the outcome of a contest between a man and a mouse...well, it doesn’t get much more surprising than that.” He extended his hand, “I am Lord Jeffrey.”

I said, “Jack,” and paused for a second and looked at his proffered hand. Alexis looked so intense that when she refused to shake it she looked tough, but I figured I’d just look like a baby, so I shook it. His hand was dry and cold.

“Please. Sit.” Lord Jeffrey said. After the three of us did, he asked, “Tea?” A sweating pitcher sat on the table and was surrounded by four glasses.

“I’ll have some,” King John said. Alexis looked at him in surprise, and he said, “I’ve known him a long time. Poison is not his way.”

“Excellent!” Lord Jeffrey poured a glass for King John, another for himself, and sat down. King John drank off a third of his glass and said, “Not bad.”

“Thank you,” Lord Jeffrey said. “I do hope to be a good host to you over the seventy-two or so hours the factory over there will require to finish its production run.” To Alexis, he said, “Did you know the factory system initially estimated it would take two months to fill my order? That’s before I realized that it takes the thing a long time to make glass vials, and that if I only needed the life extension liquid itself, it could be done in a few days. So I’ll just take it with me in drums and package it into single servings later. Or maybe I’ll just get a thimbleful for myself once a month - we’ll see.”

Alexis changed the subject. “I want to see Maestro,” she said.

“Mmm, not just yet, I think. I only have a couple of cards to play in our little game here, and I find I don’t wish to turn one of them over so soon.”

“I want to see that he’s alive, or you won’t leave this table, and that’s a promise.” I could hear Alexis’ feet move quietly into a new position from which I imagined she could launch any number of attacks.

“Mmm. Very well. I’ll march him out as a show of good faith, although you really should hear about my other insurance policy before you leap across the table and...what’s the plan? Break my neck?”

“At least,” Alexis said.

Lord Jeffrey smiled. “And yet I still like you. How’s that for ridiculous?” Then, over his shoulder, he said, “Gregory? Get the prisoner and bring him to a distance of thirty feet, then return him to his room.” One of the well dressed men nodded and walked towards the 200.

Alexis asked, “Aren’t there usually three of them?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes. Glen is manning the override controls. Just as a precaution, of course.”

“Of course.”

No one spoke for a little while, but in less than a minute, I saw a familiar form back down the Valkyrie-200’s ladder. Lord Jeffrey’s man followed him and escorted him to thirty feet away from us.

“I’m very sorry about this, Alexis,” Maestro said.

“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” she said. “Are you unhurt?”

“I am,” Maestro said. “The vampire slapped me, so I owe him one, but I’m fine.”

Alexis smiled just a little bit, and King John smiled more than a little bit.

Lord Jeffrey frowned and said, “Take him back, Gregory.” Maestro nodded to us, and then he turned and allowed himself to be led away.

Before he and his escort got back to the 200, King John said, “You’ve made a point of saying that you had a second card to play or insurance policy a couple of times. I suppose that’s the next thing we ought to discuss.”

“Always the man seeking the path forward with a laser focus,” Lord Jeffrey said. “It’s good to be playing against a man of action.”

King John shrugged, and Lord Jeffrey turned to Alexis and continued.

“The old man you’ll get back unharmed when the factory finishes its run. Your ship as well. I’d prefer to keep it, of course, but an endless stalemate seems unproductive, and I’m willing to let it go. But if you take control of it back, I can’t have you hunting me and my forces down, and so I have devised a long term way to discourage you from doing that.”

“Which is what?”

Lord Jeffrey smiled. “Always in a hurry. Well. To cut to the chase. I have taken the liberty of removing and arming and hiding two of the nuclear missiles from your ship.”


Chapter 22


“You can’t have two nukes under any circumstances whatsoever,” Alexis said.

Lord Jeffrey took a sip of tea and said, “I am not seeking your permission or agreement. I have them already.”

“You will return them without...”

“Alexis,” Lord Jeffrey said, holding up a hand. “If I am to return your ship, and if we are to coexist on this continent, it must be this way. Mutually assured destruction is the only strategy that ever worked after the development of atomics.”

I said, “It didn’t end very well.”

“No. That’s true. But it lasted for 350 years, give or take. That’s not a bad run in an era when many parties were able to annihilate each other at the touch of a button. A remarkable run, actually.”

“Containment worked for nearly as long,” King John said.

“Mmm, perhaps. But I would never have agreed to the creation of the Borderlands and the rest of the nonsense in the Treaty if you’d had advanced weaponry. The fact that the Realm, or at least the Realm’s closest ally, has nuclear weapons changes the game rather significantly, wouldn’t you say?”

Alexis stood and said, in a voice of command, “Tell me where they are. Now.”

Jeffrey didn’t comply, and he didn’t even seem alarmed. “They are in separate locations, Primero. One is aimed at the City, and other at the cave where your ship was parked when I gained control of it. If I am killed, my agents will fire them. The bombs your ship carries are interesting - you don’t even need a silo to launch them.” Alexis breathed heavily in an out, and Lord Jeffrey said, “Please sit down, Primero. You’re making my guards nervous.”

I looked around and noticed that the several Nords who were near Lord Jeffrey had drawn their swords and started to advance. They only stopped when Lord Jeffrey held up a hand.

“Please,” he said again. I saw the muscles in Alexis’ jaw clench, and she grimaced as if she had encountered a foul odor, but she sat down. The guards sheathed their swords and returned themselves to their original positions.

“See? Peace is so much easier to attain when both sides can hit the other where it hurts. Don’t you think so, John?”

Good King John said, “I think that you have dangerous new toys that you have not earned.”

Lord Jeffrey clapped and laughed. “Oh, and your side has earned them? By virtue of what? I’m an American citizen from the time of the Valkyrie Program just as much as you and the Primero are, John. Why should none of the treasures of the past fall to me?”

King John said, “Well for one, because you created and led a society of cannibals for centuries.”

“That is true. The society you carved out was far more civilized than mine. But don’t you think we had rather different starting positions?”

“I don’t know that we did,” King John said.

Lord Jeffrey shook his head. “That’s rubbish, and you know it. Your lands were populated by the descendants of midwestern farmers who had a salt-of-the-earth culture that was simply dripping with notions of honor and fair play. Most of them weren’t even displaced from their lands by the Kinetic War.”

“So?”

“So I didn’t have anything like that. I had a random assortment of refugees who were scattered and terrified and who were at the utter mercy of bandits and highwaymen and assorted bullyboys. To create any sort of order at all out of that was a neat trick. It saddens me somewhat that I never get any credit for it.”

Lord Jeffrey actually did look somewhat...hurt. If such a man could display such an expression.

Alexis said, “You launched unprovoked campaigns of murder when you led the Society, and you have launched an unprovoked campaign of murder against the Union with your new army just lately. You have stolen my ship and you have threatened us with nuclear attack not five minutes ago. You are not the good guy, Jeffrey.”

Lord Jeffrey took another swig of tea and considered that. “There is some truth in what you say, I will grant you that. But would it surprise you to know that waterborne and foodborne illnesses are down 50% since I began my interactions with the Nords after I escaped from the Realm? It’s remarkable what a few old books on sanitation in the right hands can lead to.”

Alexis just stared at Jeffrey and didn’t say anything.

He continued. “And crop yields are up more than a third for the same kind of reason. The High Gentlemen have been busy identifying innovative agriculturalists and finding ways to give them pointers. And I’ve been busy reassuring the Archies that their boats will have safe passage under my regime, and so I hope that we may soon begin exporting some of our crop surplus and importing all manner of things the Nords haven’t had for 500 years.”

King John said, “Are your people free to disagree with you without being executed? Is there anyone other than yourself who holds meaningful authority? I suspect the answer to both questions is no.”

Lord Jeffrey shrugged. “It is true that I don’t profess to love my people like you, John. I don’t give them help for its own sake. I improve their lives and set up the rules of the game in ways that give me more power, and I do that because it improves the odds that I can do things like capture a portable factory that can manufacture a liquid that allows me to live indefinitely. I am a survivor above all else.”

Alexis said, “There’s more to life than surviving for as long as possible.”

Lord Jeffrey steepled his fingers and tapped them on his chin for a little while, and then he said, “I think not. And neither do you, Primero. Not really.”

Alexis made a sound that was almost a snort and said, “Ridiculous.”

“Is it? I know that your Order is comprised of women ready to die on the battlefield, but here’s the thing: you all have faith. It’s a significant part of your Order. You believe that if you live and die with honor, and according to the standards of conduct in your holy book, you will find favor with a Creator and live forever.

“But what if you are someone like myself? I can’t rule out a Creator and an afterlife, but I’ve never known what to make of religion. Before the Kinetic War, after the Kinetic War…all my life it’s been the same. I can’t find strong feelings for it one way or the other. And so for someone like me, what seems the most certain path to live forever, or at least for a very long time? It is to secure a vast supply of life extension treatments, and to surround myself with a people and a culture designed to minimize the chances that I will meet with accident or misadventure. We are playing the same game, Alexis.”

“We are never playing the same game, Jeffrey.”

“Well. Agree to disagree. But the deal is not changed by your personal assessment of me. Here’s what we’re going to do.

“I will fill my drums with my 5000 year supply of life extension treatments. I will send your ship to an inconvenient location and then allow you to take command of it. I will return home with my forces and abandon my override room, which you may take over or destroy as you see fit. You will allow us to return to our own lands without harassment, because otherwise my two special deliveries will fly. And we will continue on with our lives.” He turned to me and said, “But in the meantime, I have a question for you.”

It took me a moment to respond; I was surprised he was drawing me into the conversation. “Ah...yes?”

“All the talk of chess just before you came here has made me eager for a game. My followers can’t play, or at least not well enough to present a challenge, and your man Maestro is too angry to play me. And if there is actually a mouse aboard the ship who can play, well, I can’t seem to locate him. Would you come aboard and pass an hour over the board with me?”

“Don’t do it, Jack,” Alexis said.

“Alright,” I said. I didn’t want to leave my companions and place myself under Lord Jeffrey’s power, but here’s the thing: I was almost certain I could get useful information out of him. For all his posturing and savvy and ruthlessness...the man was lonely. It would have been kind of heartbreaking if he hadn’t been such a rat. I thought that I might be able to get him to say all kinds of thing that would prove useful to us if I talked to him for an hour in the 200’s reading room.

King John advised, “You’ll just make yourself a second hostage.”

I looked Lord Jeffrey in the eye and said, “I’m sure Lord Jeffrey won’t hold me against my will,” and so help me, the man gave me a shy smile. I knew it, I thought. No one from the Realm has ever accepted him as anything other than a pure villain. He’s absolutely dying for acceptance.

Lord Jeffrey said, “Of course not. You are free to come and go. Jack, was it?”

I nodded. “Jack, that’s right.”

Lord Jeffrey stood and held a hand out toward the 200’s open hatch. “Shall we?” he asked.

“Jack!” Alexis whispered. I turned my face away from Lord Jeffrey at an angle she could still see and I dropped her a wink.

Two minutes later I was in the reading room. Lord Jeffrey said, “You are my guest. Please. Play white.” I nodded and sat in the green chair behind the white chessmen and started to figure out how and when to start gathering intelligence.

I moved my king’s pawn ahead two spaces, and I thought that by the end of the game I might have Lord Jeffrey telling me anything I wanted to know. But I was wrong about that.

Before the end of the game, things had gone completely sideways.


Chapter 23


Interlude: The Red Tyrant

When the CSSR’s 256 droids reached a spot ten kilometers north of the Valkyrie Override Room in Maryland, they split up. Instead of matching strides and running in a single block that featured sixteen rows of sixteen, they formed up into four groups that ran in squares that featured eight rows of eight.

Back in Siberia, Chairman Fedorov, also known as the Red Tyrant, sat at a console and assigned a new task to each of the four groups. He had spent the last few hours reviewing images that his satellites over North America had recorded, and he picked out four items of interest.

He sent Quad One to capture the Valkyrie. He was unsure whether the ship was surrounded by hardened defenses, and he was unsure whether it was one of the armed models that the Americans had made during the end of their production run, but he was certainly willing to risk 64 ambulatory units to see if he could take possession of it.

He sent Quad Two to a crumbling and long abandoned office building in what had once been a distant suburb of Baltimore, and he sent Quad Three to a densely wooded area twenty kilometers to the west. His systems identified faint radioactive signatures that indicated a nuclear weapon was likely at each location. Chairman Fedorov had launched all of his missiles on October 1 and October 2, 2299. He looked forward to making the beginnings of a new arsenal.

The Red Tyrant sent Quad Four after the richest prize of all. That group of 64 ambulatory units headed for the place that had originated the unique signal that prompted the CSSR’s systems to awaken Chairman Fedorov in the first place. He suspected very strongly that Quad Four would find what intelligence officers in the past had described as an “Auxiliary Starship Command Center”.

The new Soviet Union had known for years that NORAD had the capability to issue override commands to all Valkyrie starships. What they had come to suspect in the final months before the outbreak of the Kinetic War was that President Jones had also ordered the construction of a second facility in a much less secure location near Washington that also allowed full override authority, but the CSSR had not been able to locate it before hostilities commenced.

The Red Tyrant took a moment to daydream about having command of two hundred starships, or at least those that had survived to the present. He had big plans for them.

He would use the armed ships to establish absolute dominion over Earth, and he would use the others to colonize space. With quiet reverence, he said aloud, “The GCSSR,” and spent a moment relishing the notion of a Galactic Confederation of Soviet Socialist Republics. He imagined a red flag with a hammer and sickle overlaying an image of the Milky Way. He found the thought almost too beautiful to contemplate.

But after a moment, he returned his full attention to the tasks at hand.

One of the droids in the center of the front row of each Quad had eyelike circles on its face which were purple instead of the normal green. Those droids were equipped with advanced optics and enhanced motor controls.

The Red Tyrant configured the large screen in front of him to show a feed from each of the purple-eyed ambulatory units in a two-by-two grid. Anyone who had grown up in the 21st, 22nd, or 23rd Century would have identified the layout of Charman Fedorov’s screen as standard for a multiplayer first-person-shooter game.

The Red Tyrant’s fingers flew over the keyboard and he created a series of hotkeys that would allow him to take direct control of the purple-eyed droid in Quad Four at a moment’s notice. If there was in fact an auxiliary Valkyrie control room, and if his droids could gain access to it, Chairman Fedorov wanted to take control of the system personally.

That done, the Red Tyrant sat back in his chair. There was nothing more for him to do for the next several minutes, and he got as comfortable as he could. His eyes darted from one part of his screen to the next as he watched his four teams close on their objectives.

Interlude: Glen

Of the three High Gentlemen who served Lord Jeffrey, Glen was the low man, and he knew it. It had always been so.

Gary was the smart one who drew the challenging assignments. Greg was not uncommonly sharp, but Lord Jeffrey showed a great deal of patience with him and was quick to forgive his errors. Glen had wondered many times if Gregory might be Lord Jeffrey’s biological child.

And so Gary had the boss’ respect, and Greg had something almost like affection from him. And then there was Glen. Lord Jeffrey didn’t seem to place particular faith in his abilities, and he didn’t exhibit anything that might be taken for parental tolerance toward him. Glen was just the third guy who had climbed through the ranks and reached the inner circle, or at least it seemed that way to him.

He didn’t really mind being number three. He was a part of interesting things. Everyone respected him, or at least deferred to him. He lived with more luxuries than almost anyone else, and women found him interesting. His life was as about as agreeable as it could be in a society created by Lord Jeffrey.

But still. Being in third place did make Glen have a tendency to want to assert himself from time to time. He had made peace with his status on the surface of his mind, but in his subconscious at least, he yearned to be first.

Glen had been just outside the Valkyrie Override Room when Lord Jeffrey had spoken with the Primero. He had heard her say, “Twenty minutes,” before cutting the comm link.

Lord Jeffrey had then summoned his three lieutenants into the room, and they found him tapping his chin with steepled fingers as he often did when making decisions he considered important. The old man who had come with the ship they had taken over struggled a little bit, but Greg had a firm hold on his upper arm, and he was mostly silent.

After a moment, Lord Jeffrey said, “Gary. Wait, no. No, I need you with me. Alexis and John Abernathy are dangerous opponents. Mmm. Glen.”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey?”

“Take my chair.” Glen traded places with his boss. “Do you recall what the ship said when I took command of it?”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey.”

“Yes. Now look here. If the ship says, ‘command override mode’, and then if someone else says their name and takes command of the vessel, you will press this button here, you will wait for the ship to prompt you to say your name, and you will do so. That will give command to you, and therefore back to us. You will order the ship to land and do nothing else. If the other side takes control again, you will repeat the process. Understand?”

“Yes, Lord Jeffrey.”

“Which button do you hit?”

Glen pointed it out, and Lord Jeffrey said, “And what do you say?”

“My name. And then that the ship is to land.”

“Yes. You are not to leave this workstation to use the restroom, or to retrieve a beverage, or for any reason whatsoever until I return. Understand?”

“Yes, perfectly.”

“Mmm. Alright. You two are with me. Bring the prisoner.” Lord Jeffrey left the room. As they walked away, Glen could hear him saying, “Gary, set up the pavilion. And Gregory, after you secure our guest in one of the personal quarters on the ship, get together a pitcher of iced tea and four glasses, if you would. We can’t welcome guests without refreshments.”

Glen was left alone at a workstation that could grant control of a fleet of starships, one of which was parked a few hundred yards away. He lasted about fifteen minutes before he pressed the button and highlighted “V-200” on his screen.

Floyd’s voice came through the speaker at his workstation right away. “Command Reassignment Mode state your full name.” Glen hesitated for only a moment before he said, with a voice that trembled just a bit, “Glen Braxton Randolph.”

“Glen Braxton Randolph is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200 what are your orders?”

“Whoa!” Glen exclaimed. He didn’t have any orders in mind. He didn’t actually want to do anything with the ship. He just wanted to be the captain. “I, ah, don’t have any orders just now. Carry on as you were, ah, please.”

“Yes, Captain,” Floyd said.

Glen sat back in the chair and sighed in satisfaction at the remarkable fact that he controlled a starship.

Interlude: The Red Tyrant 

Quads Two and Three accomplished their missions without any further input from Chairman Fedorov at all. Lord Jeffrey had left only six men guarding each of the bombs, and they had no weaponry or defenses that a soldier in the 1600s wouldn’t have possessed.

The quads eliminated the guards in the forest and the old office building silently and without incident. Then they surrounded the bombs and waited for the four special members of their units that had orange eyes to arrive.

The four specialized ambulatory units in the office building arrived in the room with the bomb before the others reached the weapon in the forest. They activated magnets in their hands, lifted the bomb up, and carried it outside.

In the forest about a minute later, four different orange-eyed droids used their hands to secure the second bomb.

At about the same time at both locations, panels on the backs of all the ambulatory units with orange eyes slid aside and large diameter cylinders that were open at the bottom emerged through each new opening. As soon as they were locked in place, fire began to jet out of the open end of the cylinders, and the droids and the bombs began to elevate, first slowly, then more rapidly.

When they got a hundred meters off the ground, they oriented themselves to the north and began to accelerate rapidly.

The Red Tyrant consulted a readout and saw that they would have the nuclear weapons back to his base in Siberia in about an hour.

He turned his attention back to his screen. Quad One was nearly to its destination, and he used his controls to issue commands that brought those droids to a stop behind a small rise a few hundred meters from the location where the Valkyrie had last been sighted by his satellites. 63 of the units lay flat and motionless as the purple eyed droid crept forward and tried to get an actual sighting of the ship.

Chairman Fedorov was very pleased to confirm that the ship was still there, and that it seemed to have no meaningful defenses around it other than what the ship itself possessed. Before he turned his attention to the final cell on his screen, he was amazed to spot a second Valkyrie beyond the rise. “The 84,” he said to himself as he read the number from the side of the second ship’s hull.

His fingers glided across the keyboard, and he entered a command to all of Quad One, including the one with purple eyes, to hold their positions. Or so he thought.

The menu of priority actions that he could assign to an entire Quad had many options. Two of the options that were adjacent to one another were “hold” and “attack last entered target”. In his extreme excitement at seeing first one and then a second Valkyrie there for the taking, Chairman Fedorov’s jittery fingers made a mistake. They hit a key once too often, and what was actually highlighted when he hit “enter” was the attack command. But he didn’t notice that for a little while. He was too focused on the final prize.

The bottom right part of his screen showed the point of view of Quad Four’s purple-eyed leader as it moved to a hatch that led somewhere underground. It was surrounded by several guards, but other droids in the Quad took them out silently, and the lead droid was through the hatch before the last of the guards hit the ground. It detected life signs twenty meters down and ten meters ahead and to the right.

The purple-eyed ambulatory unit began to use its search protocols to navigate in the direction of whoever was underground.

Interlude: Glen

Glen heard footsteps on the stairs, and his eyes went wide. If Lord Jeffrey returned and discovered that he had taken control of the ship himself, he couldn’t imagine the consequences.

He lunged for the controls, but the footsteps were very close, and he had no time to do anything other than hit the button that returned the system to the main menu and hope he could bluff his way through any questions his master had for him. He put on his best casual expression and spun in his chair and found himself looking at a metallic humanoid shape with purple circles on what passed for a face.

“Oh,” he said.

The humanoid lifted an arm, extended a short barrel from atop the back of its hand, and shot Glen between the eyes.


Chapter 24


I was starting to get Lord Jeffrey to open up about his plans for the Nords, and I was in a strong position on the chess board to boot, when I heard the muffled sounds of men crying out. Lord Jeffrey and I looked at each other, and we both stood and moved towards the commotion. When we got to the corridor outside the reading room, it was clear that the noise was originating from outside the ship and that some of it was coming in through the airlock.

“What’s going on?” Lord Jeffrey asked one of the two Nords who stood guard at the top of the stairs to the airlock.

“Unknown, Lord Jeffrey.”

He frowned and pushed past the guards, and I followed along behind him. As I descended the stairs, the cries outside got louder, and I thought they changed from shouts of surprise to shouts of fear and possibly pain. I hoped that Alexis and King John had returned to the 85.

Jeffrey got to the airlock first, and he let out a loud gasp. A second later, I could see outside myself, and it took me a moment to really believe what I was seeing.

There were dozens of them, at least. I saw silver humanoid forms running at a high rate of speed directly at us. Some of the Nords had started their own charge to engage the attackers, but they were already starting to fall under a hail of gunfire and laser blasts.

I heard a new but familiar sound and I turned to see the 85 starting to rise up, but my glimpse was a short one because Lord Jeffrey pulled the airlock door closed with a bang and began to turn the inner wheel.

He said, “Ship, take off immediately in any direction!”

Floyd said, “Commencing flight requires the authorization of the Captain.”

“I am the Captain!!”

“You are not the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200.”

“This is some time for your side to play games!” Jeffrey said to me with a snarl. We learned later that one of Lord Jeffrey’s lieutenants had taken command in the second override room for some unknown reason, but in the moment, I figured Laura had taken command and I wondered if Floyd was allowed to send messages to NORAD.

“Does this thing have a lock?!” Jeffrey said.

“No…only the inner airlock door has one,” I said.

I saw a silver face with green eyes appear in the outer airlock door’s portal. It was joined by a second green-eyed face almost right away, and then all four eyes turned red.

Lord Jeffrey and I bounded through the inner door, and Jeffrey said to his men, “Get in the airlock and hold them off!” I saw that the number of Nord guardsmen had grown to four, and I assumed that the new men had been guarding Maestro and had run upstairs from the floor with the personal quarters to investigate the racket.

The four guards didn’t seem happy, but they followed orders. The droids outside the ship started to bang on the outer airlock door. I saw the large wheel on the door start to turn. The Nords grabbed hold of it and then Lord Jeffrey slammed the inner door and dogged it shut. “Defend us!” he shouted at the ceiling.

Floyd answered, “Activating defensive systems requires the authorization of the Captain.”

I heard the sound of metal screaming on the other side of the inner airlock door, and then I heard the sound of men screaming in what sounded like close combat that was going poorly for them.

Over the commotion, I said, “Floyd, can you connect me to NORAD?”

“Communications with NORAD must originate with NORAD.”

“Can you blow the airlock?!” As soon as I asked the question I knew it was a dumb idea.

“There is no pressure differential between the airlock and the surrounding environment.”

“Do you have any…” A very loud strike of metal on metal cut me off, and an ugly bulge the size of a fist appeared in the inner airlock door.

Lord Jeffrey and I looked at each other. He swallowed, and then said, “I’m going to hide in the room with the see-through bubble.” I nodded, and we took off running.

I led us up the stairs, past the reading room, and to the hub room. When we had almost made it to the corridor that led to the stairs up to the observation room, I heard an enormous crash far behind us. I figured that the inner airlock door had given way and I ran even faster.

A fairly obvious idea finally occurred to me. “Contact the 85, Floyd.”

“Establishing comm link executing.”

Alexis’ voice came on almost right away. “Jack?!”

“Help us!” I said as I ran.

“Three of them are on your ship! Get Floyd to take them out!”

“Someone else has control of the 200! We can’t!”

I took the stairs up to the observation room three at a time and I dove through the door with Lord Jeffrey right behind me. We landed by the couch and I shouted, “Raise the platform Floyd!” and we started an agonizingly slow ascent.

The platform rose so that only three quarters of the doorframe that allowed access to the room was visible, and then half, and then a quarter, and then a silver hand shot between the rising floor and the top of the disappearing doorway and our upward progress stopped.

Lord Jeffrey stood and ran over and stomped on the hand, and I joined him, but it didn’t help and soon a second and a third and a fourth silver hand joined the first. The floor started to go back down and I could see six red eyes set in otherwise blank faces and I fully expected to be killed in the next few seconds.

“Oh, Laura,” I said almost in a sob.

And then Floyd said, at maximum volume, “CRISIS PROTOCOL ONE!!” and I heard an awful hum and the steel faces and hands fell out of sight.

“What’s happening?” Lord Jeffrey whispered.

I knew what a Crisis Protocol One was. It was a mode Valkyrie command AIs entered when they believed that their crew was dead or brain dead and which allowed them to take total control of their ships.

It wasn’t until much later that I saw security video from the second Valkyrie Override Room and pieced together that Jeffrey’s man Glen, who turned out to be the one who had taken command of the 200, had been murdered by one of the droids just before Floyd declared the Crisis Protocol One. In the moment, I was simply glad of any change of circumstances from any source.

The floor in the observation room started to rise again, and I could feel the ship itself start to rise as well.

I heard Alexis’ voice over a speaker: “What’s going on over there?!”

“I have no idea!!” I shouted. When the floor of the observation room got high enough to see the horizon, I saw that we were slowly rotating as Floyd brought us to some new heading. I heard thunks from far below and at first I thought they were the droids, but the noise seemed too big for that.

A robotty voice that was like Floyd’s but a little bit different said, “Laser cannons deployed and activated Command.”

“Wait one, Tactical,” Floyd said.

The horizon stopped moving, and I could see that we were oriented to face the steel door to the bunker a few hundred yards distant that I suspected was guarding the second override room.

Floyd said, “Light it up, Tactical.”

“Yes, Command executing.”

The sights and sounds of a seventh generation laser battery unleashing destruction on a target is unlike anything else I’ve experienced. Pulses of streaking light almost connected the 200’s wings to the bunker like a series of impossibly rapid linear lightning strikes that came in from eight angles at once.

“99% probability target destroyed recommend suspension of strikes, Command.”

“Override, continue Tactical,” Floyd said.

The ground around the strikes began to glow, first red, then orange.

“Laser cannon temperature beyond redline one values recommend suspension of strikes, Command.”

“Override, continue Tactical,” Floyd said.

The ground turned white hot and I had to avert my gaze and hold a hand over my eyes and then the noise of the laser cannons throwing out destructive energy ceased.

“Red line two values exceed mandatory shutdown Command.”

“Good work Tactical,” Floyd said.

Lord Jeffrey breathed in and out heavily a few times and said, in a small and quiet voice, “You’ve killed Glen.”

Floyd said, “Glen Braxton Randolph died the instant before I declared the Crisis Protocol One. He was already deceased.”

Lord Jeffrey continued to breathe heavily.

“Are the droids on the ship neutralized, Floyd?”

“Yes. I manipulated the local gravity field outside the entrance to the observation room to crush…Command Override Mode state your full name.”

I was still processing the statement that had changed course in the middle when I heard my wife’s voice.

“Laura Miriam Ross.”

“Laura Miriam Ross is the Captain of the Valkyrie-200 what are your orders?”

“Is Jack Ross aboard?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Jack!”

“I’m here, Laura.”

“I saw the ships taking off what’s going on?”

I shook my head and said, “I don’t know; just get us fifty kilometers away from here and set us down and let’s try to figure it out.”

“Are you OK?!”

I took inventory of myself for a moment. I could breathe and move and see. I had taken a few knocks in my flight from the droids, but nothing seemed to be broken. “I’m OK.”

“Alexis and King John are on the 85. Is Maestro with you?”

“I think so. I’ll go find him now. Lower the floor if it’s safe down there, Floyd.” The floor started to descend.

Before we got to the bottom, Laura said, “Floyd, make Jack Ross the Commander of the ship.”

“Jack Ross is the Commander of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-200.”

When the platform neared the bottom and I could see through the doorway, I saw three droids with caved in faces laying motionless on the floor. Their heads were really mangled.

“Gah!” I exclaimed. “How much can you increase a local gravity field, Floyd?”

“A material amount, Commander,” Floyd said.

I felt the ship start to accelerate laterally, and I figured we were on our way away from the scene of the unexpected battle.

Lord Jeffrey shuffled forward, and he looked like he was in shock. “Glen,” he said quietly. He walked through the door first.

Just after he passed through it, I saw something beyond the doorway flash down from above and smash into the back of Lord Jeffrey’s head. He made a graceless half twist and I could see that he was unconscious before he crumpled to the ground and I braced myself for a new attack. A figure appeared in the doorway and I balled up my fists and prepared to launch myself at it and at least go down swinging.

It was Maestro. He held a heavy metal coffee pot. He said, “I told you I owed him one,” and I could only stare stupidly.

Maestro rolled his eyes. “Don’t just stand there, Jack, help me tie him up.” He glanced down at the ground, then looked back up at me and said, “Where the hell did these robots come from, anyway?”


Chapter 25


A little more than an hour later, I stood in a field in Siberia. It was ringed on all sides by mountains, and cool air flowed from the peaks down to the valley and made the grass and wildflowers dance and sway.

The Valkyries were on the ground behind me, and Maestro, King John, and Alexis stood in front of me. Lord Jeffrey sat on the grass with steel cuffs around his wrists. He was awake, but he complained of a headache and rested on the ground with his legs crossed beneath him and his cloak wrapped around his shoulders. We had brought him out of the ship with us because we were unwilling to let him out of our sight.

We had exchanged a great deal of information with Laura back at NORAD while the Valkyries’ systems first located the drones that fled with the bombs and then engaged in a pursuit of them that brought us about as far north as you can go on Earth and then eventually deep into Russia.

As we passed over Hudson Bay and then the cold uninhabited islands of far Northern Canada and then the polar ice cap, we determined the following:

1. The droids had an energy signature that had led Floyd to believe that they were Soviet, and Floyd had opted to destroy the second override room because he determined that it was or would soon be under the control of whatever Soviet agent was operating the droids. He had used his laser battery and not his nukes because the surviving Nords were within the blast radius of the latter and using them would have violated his directives.

2. Laura didn’t have access to any systems not directly related to the Valkyries. NORAD’s main systems were offline. If the bombs were going to be recovered or neutralized, it was up to us.

3. If the bombs were both launched at their programmed destinations – the City for one and the cave in Nebraska at the center of the settlement for the other – Floyd’s laser battery could possibly shoot down one of them down but not both. Our people and our homes wouldn’t be safe until and unless the bombs were recovered.

We pursued the fleeing droids under the hardest acceleration that the humans inside the ships could tolerate, but the droids had no limitations like that, and they had a head start anyway. They got to their destination more than fifteen minutes before we arrived. They had apparently taken the stolen weapons through a steel door in the side of a mountain on the opposite side of the valley.

“Alright,” Alexis said. “Everybody take a personal shield.” She distributed black rectangles to everyone except Lord Jeffrey. Each of them was capable of forming an oval of defensive energy around a single person. I had used one shortly after I first got to Earth when Banner, Alexis, and I had made an ill advised trip into Society lands in search of a surgeon. My personal shield saved me that day, and I was glad to have another one.

“When we get to the door you can get us through, right Floyd?”

Floyd said, “Yes, Alexis. The Russians stole the advanced software they use on the locks for their secure facilities, but we allowed them to steal it. There is a back door in the code.”

Alexis nodded and continued. “So then we fan out. We don’t know what we’ll find in there, but we should be able to…”

“It won’t work,” Lord Jeffrey said from the ground.

Alexis looked exasperated. “I’m kind of in the middle of something, so if you’ll…”

“They’ll hide the bombs in a place where you’ll never find them if they see you coming. Or they’ll just launch them.”

“I can’t imagine that either one of those possibilities bothers you.”

“Yes and no. The bombs threaten you and yours more than they do me, that’s true. But as the tables have turned and I am currently a captive, it interests me very much that the bombs create a scenario that makes you need me. In more than one way, actually”

Alexis gritted her teeth, seemed to battle with herself for a moment, and then asked, “How’s that?”

“My cloak, Alexis.” He stood up slowly and moved his shoulders and made it billow out slightly.

I saw what he was getting at, and Alexis did as well. “OK. An invisibility cloak would come in handy I will admit, and I will also admit I should have thought of that before. Jack, remove his cloak.”

“You can’t activate it.”

“What do you mean?”

“You can take it and wear it, but activating the invisibility function requires a technique known only to me. Without me, it becomes a stylish affectation and nothing more.”

“And...you expect me to set you free on the promise that you’ll help us?”

“Of course not. I can make promises to you all day, and you’ll never believe them.” Lord Jeffrey turned to me and said, “You will handcuff me to Jack here, and he and I will go in together, disable or recapture the bombs together, and return together on the condition that you will set me at my liberty when our mission is successfully completed.”

“The deal gets even better!” Alexis said. “In addition to being handcuffed to you, my friend will be fully visible and raw meat for any defensive systems you happen to encounter.”

“No, he will be invisible as well.”

Alexis paused for a moment, then asked, “And that’s how?”

“The cloak...comes apart.”

“Comes apart?”

“It unzips. The red lining is an invisibility cloak, and the black outer layer is an invisibility cloak. Jack and I will each have one.”

Alexis paused again, and then said, “I don’t believe you. Why didn’t you use both halves at the Battle of Lawrence if the cloak can do that?”

“You’re kidding.”

“No.”

Lord Jeffrey sighed. “Because I would never loan out half of something that was the primary source of my power absent a direct and immediate threat to myself. You still misunderstand me, after all this time. I am not a caring leader of men. I am a survivor. I don’t do anything that doesn’t increase the chances of my own survival.”

Alexis closed her eyes. “Why Jack?”

“Who else could it be? The returned King John and the former Maestro here are too old for this kind of thing.”

Maestro said, “I wasn’t too old to knock you senseless less than an hour ago.”

“True,” Lord Jeffrey said without anger. “And well played – you picked your moment. But your eyesight and footspeed and stamina don’t give us our best chance to win this game.”

“Why not me, then?” Alexis asked. “I rate rather highly by those measures.”

Lord Jeffrey chuckled a bit. “We have trust issues to work on before we team up on a combat mission, wouldn’t you say? And it goes both ways, Primero. So no, it can’t be you. If this is going to be agreeable to all sides, it must be me, and it must be Jack. We will neutralize both bombs, and you will allow me to leave when we are finished. Final offer.”

“You aren’t in a position to make a final offer, Jeffrey,” Alexis said.

Lord Jeffrey pursed his lips. “There’s no alternative to teaming up, and you know it. Every minute of delay increases the chances that one or both of the bombs will be launched and annihilate nearly everyone you most love. And if I cannot gain my release you will return me to the Realm where Harold will no doubt finally carry out my death sentence, and then I will lose the person I most love. Now are we going to get out of the box we’re in, or not?”

Alexis’ nostrils flared as she thought. A vein appeared at each of her temples, and her cheeks colored.

I imagined that she was thinking of the same thing that I was: my kids, who were her half siblings, in the cave. Banner was there, too, and so was Bucky, for that matter.

And her entire sisterhood and King Harold and Old Davy and Brian and Princess Claire and a lot of other great people were in the City. Jeffrey was right. A nuclear weapon launched at either location, or even the chance of such an occurrence, had a near infinite cost.

She turned to me. “Will you do it, Jack?”

“Yep,” I said without hesitating. “I want the outer layer of the cloak.”

Lord Jeffrey looked at me with surprise and asked, “Whyever would you have a preference?”

And since we were apparently about the be partners for a short time, I told him the truth. “I’m a germaphobe, alright?”

It’s a strange, limited form of germaphobia. I don’t mind performing messy surgeries in the slightest, but wearing someone else’s clothes? No thank you. Banner’s been making fun of me about it for years, by the way, but it hasn’t changed my mind. Anyway, I figured that the outer layer of the cloak at least hadn’t been soaking up Lord Jeffrey’s sweat quite so much.

Jeffrey thrust out his jaw and closed one eye a little bit. Then he shrugged and said, “Fair enough.”

Alexis pointed a finger at Lord Jeffrey and said, “If you cross me, I’ll use the 200 to hunt you down to the exclusion of any other activity until you are dead.”

“Agreed. And if I succeed in my mission, you will not, and you’ll allow me to return to the Nords.”

Alexis exhaled heavily. “Agreed. Who has the key to the handcuffs?”

Maestro did, and he unlocked the bracelet around Lord Jeffrey’s right wrist and then clicked it securely around my own right wrist.

Over the next thirty seconds or so, Alexis took the cloak from Jeffrey’s shoulders and separated the layers. She placed the black layer around my shoulders and the red layer back around Jeffrey’s.

“Shall I activate the cloaks now?” Lord Jeffrey asked.

“No time like the present,” Alexis said.

He reached over with his free hand and manipulated something behind my collar and under my ear with a complicated motion, and in an instant I couldn’t see myself below the neck. “Holy, Moly!” I said.

“The collar folds out and up and can cover your head. Here.” He twisted my collar and moved it around until it came over my head kind of like a sweatshirt with an extra long hood.

Lord Jeffrey reached under his own collar, and sure enough, the red lining of his cloak also had the invisibility function. Within a few seconds, I could only sense him through the tension on the bracelet that was around my right wrist.

“Shall we?” he asked. It was bizarre being able to hear him but not see him.

“Let’s get it done,” I said in a tone that was bolder than what I really felt.

And so the two of us headed out to infiltrate the Russian stronghold.


Chapter 26


Lord Jeffrey convinced me that we shouldn’t activate our personal shields until and unless we were facing an imminent attack. “The cloak does more than make us invisible. It will block everything detectable that a defensive system might latch onto. The shields will emit an energy signature that every system in the area will be able to detect.” Why I trusted him I can’t say, but I did. At least about that.

We walked to the door without incident. It was a bizarre experience. I was connected at the wrist to a man I couldn’t see, and I couldn’t even see myself. The only thing visible that marked our passing was our footprints which temporarily flattened the grass in the valley, but even that pattern was strange. Our outside feet hit the ground at the same time, and then our inside feet did the same as we synched up the swinging of our arms that were cuffed together.

The only thing of note we passed was a small mottled hare who hopped about nibbling on an assortment of plants about a hundred meters from the door. He was an expressive little fellow, and I shook my head at the little rabbit who lived in the shadow of such a place as the one we were about to enter.

Floyd’s code worked, and we got through the main door and into the base. What we found on the other side of the main door was unexpected. “This can’t be good,” I said.

It was a small lobby about the size of a living room. The room was empty of furniture or wallscreens or anything at all except for a single thing on the wall opposite us: a stainless steel elevator door.

I felt pressure on my wrist. “Let’s get a closer look at it,” Lord Jeffrey said. I allowed him to lead me. In the barest whisper, I said, “Do you think we should really...” Before I could finish my sentence, the down arrow button on the small panel next to the elevator illuminated.

Lord Jeffrey whispered, “If the systems are still active after all this time and can spot us and identify us as intruders we’ve got lots of problems whether we’re in an elevator or a hallway or out on the front lawn. We have to play it as if we can move about freely.” The elevator dinged. Before the doors pulled back, I slid my free hand into my pocket and put my thumb over the button that would activate my personal shield.

When the doors opened, they revealed an empty elevator car. I again felt pressure on my wrist, and Lord Jeffrey said, “I’m not going to drag you along. Are you coming?”

I said a quick prayer that I wasn’t about to place myself into my own prison cell and stepped into the elevator. The doors slid shut.

There were sixteen floors marked 1 and then B1 through B15 in a double column of eight buttons each. A slot for a key was next to the B15 button. “What floor should we go to?” I asked.

The B1 button illuminated, and I assumed Jeffrey had pressed it He said, “One of the ones close to the surface, I should think. The occupants in charge of this place, if there are any, will no doubt be down on the secure floor you need the key to access, and I don’t imagine they’ll want the bombs to have been placed too close. People are unreasonably fearful of being in close proximity to nuclear weapons.”

“Yeah...” I said. The doors closed, and I had a sinking feeling that I wouldn’t live to see them open again, but I stood still. “Won’t B15 be the floor at the top near the surface?”

“No. That’s not how underground floors are numbered. B1 will be highest, and B15 will be at the bottom.”

I’d only ridden on a single elevator up to that point in my life. Banner’s dad had kept a grain silo at the back edge of his main farm on the Lemon Tree Moon, and he’d assembled a simple elevator that ran up the outside of it from parts in the 198’s cargo hold. But that elevator had been open to the air above a safety railing. I didn’t like the enclosed version, and I felt kind of claustrophobic for the first time in my life.

There was a loud bang as an ancient counterweight released, but we didn’t fall uncontrolled to the bottom of the elevator shaft as I halfway expected us to. Instead, we glided down for a handful of seconds and then the digital readout above the buttons changed to B1 and dinged. The doors parted in the middle and opened.

The hallway beyond the door was illuminated with dim red emergency lighting, and it smelled bad. A strong stench of mildew and rust and stale air wafted into the elevator, and I wished that I was wearing a spacesuit helmet and breathing bottled air. I thought I might throw up, and I dreaded walking deeper into the stench, but I thought of my kids and braced myself to do so.

I took a step forward, but my wrist caught and held me back. “We don’t need to investigate this one,” Lord Jeffrey said quietly. “Press the B2 button.”

I was eager to get the doors closed and I did as he asked right away. I stepped back, and I only then thought to ask, “How do you know?”

“Because I tagged the bombs. Obviously.”

“You tagged them?”

The doors slid shut, and Lord Jeffrey sighed. “I placed a little sticker that contains a chip on each of them, and I can read the location of the stickers on a device I have here that I unearthed a long time ago. It doesn’t do to steal doomsday weapons and not be able to track their locations.”

“Ah.” We had trackers like that; we mostly used them to keep tabs on the horses. I just hadn’t thought of them because I hadn’t expected Lord Jeffrey to have any.

We descended for a moment, and then the doors unfolded again. The second floor didn’t smell bad, but the lighting was rough. The emergency lights seemed to be at war with the bright regular lights, and the corridor in front of us flashed from red to dark to a bright industrial yellow in an irregular pattern that was jagged and harsh. I was relieved again when Jeffrey consulted whatever device he had with him and said, “Not this one. Hit B3.” I leaned forward and pressed the button.

“Are they in here somewhere, though?” I asked as the doors slid shut again.

“Mmm? Oh, yes. They’re definitely in here somewhere.”

We glided down to the third subterranean floor. I started to feel somewhat at ease with our routine, and I wondered how many floors we’d have to visit. My breathing slowed, and I felt my shoulders relax just a little bit. The digital readout flashed B3 and dinged, and the doors started to open again.

A silver face, blank but for a pair of green eyes, was right in front of me. I shuffled backwards until I couldn’t retreat any further. The droid entered the elevator and advanced on me and its eyes were centimeters from my own and I wondered if Lord Jeffrey and I could possibly fight it and then the droid pivoted on its heel and extended an arm and pressed the button marked B4.

I took tiny, shallow breaths through my mouth and remained motionless and absolutely silent. I could hear the quiet but unmistakable sound of a hard drive going about its business coming from the back of the droid’s head, which was perhaps thirty centimeters from my own. I fought separate urges to swallow and whimper and collapse into a ball. The trip between floors probably took five actual seconds, but it seemed to take an eternity, and for a moment I got the sensation that I had always been behind a dangerous robot on an elevator and that my situation would never change.

I noticed what had to be a power button on the left side of its neck, and I began to wonder it I could reach it without making any noise.

But then the B4 light illuminated and dinged and the doors opened and the droid exited and went on its way. After it had taken a few steps, I felt a light tug on my right wrist and the B5 button lit up. After the doors closed, Jeffrey said, “Well that was unpleasant.”

“You could say that.” I think I squeaked more than I spoke.

“Fortunately, the bombs weren’t on either of those floors.”

“What?” It took me a second to remember the task at hand.

“The bombs we’re taking great risks to locate. They weren’t on three or four.”

“Ah,” I said. I had caught my breath a little bit, but then the doors slid open again and I braced myself. This time, there was just an empty hallway illuminated with normal light that didn’t flicker.

“Mmm. This is it. Come on,“ Lord Jeffrey said. I managed to exit the elevator on wobbly, adrenaline-soaked legs.

That’s something the movies don’t talk about, but which I’ve found to be true twice now – once when I rescued Lynx from the bug attack on the Lemon Tree Moon, and again when I went into the Russian base. You can do things that people end up calling “brave” or “heroic” and still be a quivering, terrified train wreck inside. Maybe there are people who can do dangerous tasks with a detached calm confidence, but I’m skeptical. And if there are people like that, I’m not one of them.

But being scared and rattled doesn’t mean that you can’t get the job done.

We walked down the corridor as quietly as we could, and we came to an intersection. “Take a right,” Jeffrey whispered. I was in the lead, and I peeked around the corner and down the new hallway. It was wider than the one we were in and I saw a pair of droids at the end of it in front of a single door.

“Wait,” I whispered. “There are two more droids.”

“Let me see.” I stood to one side so Jeffrey could look around the corner for himself. “Hmm,” he said. “The bombs are both beyond that door, I think, but I’m not sure if we can squeeze past those droids. We may need to wait for them to move.”

I didn’t like that idea. My mind concocted all sorts of scenarios with additional droids arriving and security systems detecting us and the bombs being taken outside and launched. “There’s a switch on the left side of their necks,” I said.

“What kind of a switch?”

“Just...you know, an off switch. It’s got the universal icon for power button right on top of it. Or at least it did on the one that rode on the elevator with us a minute ago.”

“Ah. I didn’t get a good look at that. Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” I said.

“And you think that we should see if we can get close enough to them to press it?”

I surprised myself by being assertive. “Yep,” I said.

Lord Jeffrey didn’t say anything for a moment, but then he said, “Why not?”

I felt a tug on my handcuff bracelet, and we began to creep down the corridor towards the two green eyes droids and the doorway beyond.


Chapter 27


We moved silently down the hall. We were twenty meters away from the pair of droids, and then ten, and then five. We slowed our pace and soon stood right in front of them. Assuming that the green circles were visual inputs, the droid on my side seemed to look right through me, and I marveled at the half of Lord Jeffrey’s cloak that hid me so completely.

I reached across my body with my free left hand and held it a short distance away from what I hoped was a power button. I couldn’t see Jeffrey, but I knew he would be doing the same thing, although his right hand was free and he wouldn’t have to reach across his body.

I felt a tiny tug on the handcuffs, which was Jeffrey’s signal to me that he was ready. I responded in kind and flexed my fingers on my free hand.

The instant Jeffrey made a second tug on the handcuffs I slapped at the button as if I were swatting an insect. I saw no reason to be gentle; if the droids failed to deactivate we were probably finished. When I touched the button it was ice cold.

The green eyes on both droids flashed a kind of golden color at almost the same instant and then blanked. The metallic heads tipped forward a few centimeters, and the quiet sounds of their hard drives ceased.

“I think that worked,” Lord Jeffrey whispered.

“I guess so,” I said. “Let’s try to get around them on my side.” I took the lead and squeezed between the dormant ambulatory units and the wall and got to the doorway behind it.

Soon Jeffrey and I were both in what seemed to have been a storage area for office supplies. It smelled like the Archives’ back rooms in the City. Reams of unused ancient paper were stacked on shelves along the back wall amid boxes of staples and pens and other things I couldn’t immediately identify.

To the left of the shelves was a closet. I walked to it, turned the handle, and opened the door.

The two nuclear weapons were inside. They were the same basic shape and color as the cannister of Coca-Cola syrup that Banner and I had once salvaged from the Lemon Tree Moon Cafe after the bug attack, although the weapons were much fatter and tapered to a rounded point at the top. Shifting LED lights on small displays near keypads on the sides rotated through different sets of data.

Lord Jeffrey asked, “Are we going to detonate them or try to bring them with us?”

That was the one unresolved question in our plan. We actually didn’t know how portable the bombs were. Jeffrey had assigned the Nords to do the carrying when he stole them, and we didn’t know how heavy they were. “Let’s try to lift one very carefully.” I got both of my hands under a rim around the bottom of the first cylinder. “Have you got your side?”

“Yes.”

“Alright, when I say go, let’s try to lift it up a few centimeters and then put it back down.”

“Agreed.”

“OK...go.” We got it off the ground, but it was a struggle. “Back down, back down, back down,” I whispered, and we gingerly set it back on the floor. I exhaled with the effort.

“Well there’s no carrying one of those all the way back to the ship,” Lord Jeffrey said.

“No.”

“And you still don’t want to try to disable them?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think I can break them in a way that guarantees they can’t be fixed later. We have to detonate them.”

“Fine by me.”

I had talked to Floyd while we flew over the ice cap about how to use all the functions that were accessible from the weapons’ external keypads. I had wanted to be ready for anything.

I started to page through the menu on the first bomb. “Do you want me to work on the other one?” Lord Jeffrey asked.

“No,” I said as I continued to work. “I need to make sure this is done just right.”

“I understand.”

There was a synch function Floyd had told me about. He said that multiple bombs could be set to detonate at the same instant. I asked him why one nuke would ever be insufficient and he said, “Against an unshielded target one would always be sufficient but against a shielded attacking warbird of the type in the Red Tyrant’s fleet a simultaneous strike from a second direction is often necessary to overwhelm the defenses.”

The menus were easy enough to use, and I soon had the bombs connected. After that, I cleared the data on the locations of the City and the cave in Nebraska and went through the extra steps Floyd had taught me to make sure that the data couldn’t be recovered. After that, I set the weapons to “live”, and all that remained was to enter a length of time and start a countdown. “Twenty minutes?” I asked.

“That should be sufficient,” Lord Jeffery said. “You’re doing well, by the way. It took me much longer to set these in the first place.”

“Ah...thanks,” I said. I entered 20:00 into the first bomb, triple checked to make sure that I hadn’t set it to twenty seconds somehow, and checked to see that the second bomb’s display also read 20:00. When I saw that it did, I entered the last keystroke that started the countdown, and both displays changed to 19:59.

“Time to go,” Jeffrey said.

“One more thing.” I pressed down on the top right and bottom left corners of the keypad on the first bomb until I felt a catch, and then I applied gentle counterclockwise pressure. The keypad turned a quarter turn and came away in my hand. “They come off so that no one can deactivate the bombs,” I said, sharing the last trick Floyd had told me about.

“Huh,” Lord Jeffrey said.

I got the keypad off the second bomb about the time the countdown got to 19:30, and I pocketed both of them. “Now it’s time to go,” I said.

Lord Jeffrey and I exited the closet, passed through the supply room, and eased around the droids that were still inactive. We broke into a jog and made good time down the hall, turned left, and ran down the second hallway that led back to the elevator.

I pressed the up arrow next to the doors, and we waited.

“I was about to spring a trap on you, you know,” Lord Jeffrey said.

“What do you mean?” I asked, alarm bells going off in my head.

“In our chess game. Right before the droids attacked us, I was about to put you in check with my bishop and then trap your rook if you retreated or pin your knight if you advanced. The tables were about to turn.”

I tried to picture the board. “No, no...I had you...”

The elevator dinged and a white triangle pointing up illuminated.

Lord Jeffrey said, “Stand aside in case there’s anything coming out.” I moved nearer to him, and we turned to give plenty of clearance to any exiting droids.

When the doors opened, the elevator was empty. We stepped inside, Jeffrey hit the “1” at the top of the left row of buttons, and the doors closed.

We started to descend.

“We’re going down!” I said in a shouted whisper.

“I can’t see why.”

“You hit the wrong button!”

“I hit the correct button. ‘1’ is the top floor.”

“Do something!”

“Such as what?”

I looked up, and the digital readout above the buttons read B8, and then changed to B9.

Lord Jeffrey said, “It will just be a droid that wants to move between floors. Stand against the back wall again and be quiet and let it get where it’s going.”

That sounded plausible, and I didn’t have a better plan, but it was still terrifying going deeper into the Russian base. The numbers kept changing. B11 became B12 became B13. I fully expected to stop at B14, I suppose because it was the lowest floor that could be selected without a key.

But we didn’t pause at B14. We kept on going. Lord Jeffrey said, “This may not be good,” in a whisper.

“Quiet!” I whispered back.

The elevator slowed, and the display turned to B15 and dinged. When the doors opened, they revealed a man with a huge goatee flanked by two droids.

Lord Jeffrey’s handcuffed hand seized mine in a death grip, and I spent half a second wondering if he was grabbing me so that he could betray me to whoever was stepping onto the elevator, but then I realized that he was terrified.

The man hit the B13 button and then stood with his back to us. The two ambulatory units took up positions on either side of him.

Lord Jeffrey continued to squeeze my hand. His grip was strong, and my metacarpals strained under the pressure, but I just had to deal with it. I couldn’t very well yell at him or jerk my hand away.

The elevator rose two levels and came to a stop. The doors opened, all three of the newcomers exited, and the doors closed. We continued rising.

Jeffrey stopped squeezing my hand, but he continued to hold onto it. “Tyrant,” he said.

“What? Me?”

“That was the Red Tyrant.”

And then the death grip made sense. I’d only seen a couple of short vid clips of the Red Tyrant, and I hadn’t recognized him when he entered the elevator. But Lord Jeffrey had grown up fearing him. He had likely been bombarded with constant media coverage of the man who was his nation’s greatest enemy, and who did, in the end, actually kill almost everyone in the old United States. To Jeffrey, he was a bogeyman who had stepped out of the distant past and into the elevator.

“Well, he’s gone, now,” I said.

“That was the Red Tyrant,” Jeffrey repeated.

“Yeah, OK. And we’re fine.”

“We should have killed him,” Jeffrey said. “We have to go back down there and kill him.”

I reminded Lord Jeffrey that the man would be under a couple of nuclear explosions in about fifteen minutes, and that seemed to reset him a little bit. He released my hand. “Sorry about that,” he said.

“No problem.”

The elevator rose to the first floor without further stops, and when the doors opened, we found that the lobby was still empty. We passed through the main door and exited the base, and I could see the two Valkyries at the other end of the valley that sat within the mountains. “Almost clear,” I said.

“Let’s move,” Jeffrey said.

We broke into a jog, and once again our feet made their unusual pattern of footprints in the grass – outside feet, inside feet, outside feet, inside feet.

After we had jogged about a hundred meters, I spotted something and steered Jeffrey to the left.

“Where are we going?”

“Ten second detour,” I said. “Slow up.” I brought us to a halt in front of the mottled rabbit we had passed on the way in. I reached down and scooped him up with my free hand, and he seemed quite surprised to find himself snatched up by something he couldn’t see.

“OK,” I said, and I resumed jogging towards the ships.

Jeffrey matched my stride and then said, “What was that for?” He sounded exasperated.

“I didn’t want to leave him here to get nuked.”

Jeffrey was silent for several strides, and then he exclaimed, “You people are all tenderhearted maniacs!”

“I’m gonna call him Boris,” I said.

Lord Jeffrey sighed.

We made it back to the ships without incident, and Floyd and 85 moved all of us a safe distance away where we hovered and waited to confirm that the bombs would really detonate. King John and Maestro were on the 85 a few hundred meters away.

I sat on the 200’s couch and looked through the plaz that Floyd had darkened so that we could view a nuclear explosion without messing up our eyes. Lord Jeffrey sat to my left with both of his hands behind his back and in the cuffs, and Alexis sat on the far end of the couch. She was with me because she had wanted command of her ship back, and she didn’t want to leave Jeffrey out of her sight.

Boris sat on the stainless steel table to my right. He was eating a carrot that I’d had Floyd deliver to him, and he seemed to be at peace with his new circumstances.

I checked the countdown timers, and they read nine seconds. “Not long now,” I said.

I looked down at the valley in the middle of the mountains off in the distance. Right on time, I saw a brilliant flash on the left side of the valley, and over the next handful of seconds, a tower of smoke and fire reached up and blossomed into an awful mushroom shape. I closed my eyes and exhaled in relief.


Chapter 28


“Knight takes pawn.” Lord Jeffrey tried to keep a neutral expression, but he couldn’t hide the fact that he believed he was close to taking a commanding position in the game.

Since his hands were still bound behind his back, I moved his knight where he had directed and removed my pawn from the board. I placed the pawn to the side of the table near Squeak the mouse, who watched the game with interest.

Jeffrey sat in the high backed green chair across from mine. I didn’t think the handcuffs were necessary, but Alexis was taking no chances. She sat beneath the bookcases and kept an eye on Jeffrey. Once in awhile, Boris hopped close to her and sniffed at a hand or a foot, and then hopped back to the wall under the large painting of the wood bottomed ship where I had put his carrot.

Lord Jeffrey’s move forked my remaining rook and one of my bishops, but I slid the rook across my back rank and pinned his knight. If he moved it to capture my bishop, it would expose his king, and so the knight was well and truly stuck. “Drat!” Lord Jeffrey said.

“Squerk,” said Squeak.

Jeffrey drew the game out for fifteen or twenty minutes, but I had the initiative the rest of the way and I checkmated him right about the time Floyd said, “Refugees located number of refugees fifty three heading north northwest speed six kilometers per hour.”

So some of Lord Jeffrey’s army of Nords had survived the droid attack in Maryland. Jeffrey said, “Are any of them wearing suits? You know, 23rd century business attire?”

Floyd said, “Searching. Scanning. Evaluating. Two of the refugees are dressed in clothing that matches that description.”

“Thank God,” Jeffrey said, his shoulders slumping in relief. It sounded like the two High Gentlemen who had not been at the controls in the second Valkyrie Override Room were among the survivors.

Alexis said, “Set us down two kilometers from them, Floyd.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Over a speaker, Maestro said, “Are you dropping the vampire off?”

“Yep,” Alexis said.

“I think King John and I will just stay in the air, if it’s all the same to you.”

“We won’t be on the ground long,” Alexis said. She stood and walked over to Lord Jeffrey, took him by the arm, and said, “Come on.” He stood and followed her.

I heard a tiny click, and I saw that Squeak was setting the chessmen up on the board for a new game. I smiled and followed after Alexis and Lord Jeffrey.

When the ship landed, Alexis opened the airlock door. Lord Jeffrey looked down at the exterior ladder and said, “Ah...will you remove my handcuffs now?”

“No,” Alexis said.

He sighed. “You know, my escape from the Realm took a couple of days to set up, and I had help. I’m not an expert at that kind of thing.”

Alexis didn’t reply. She kept hold of his arm and descended the ladder, and Jeffrey was just able to get his feet on the rungs beside hers and make his way down to the ground. Once they were down there, I descended the ladder myself.

Alexis led us about twenty meters away from the 200, and we stood in a triangle.

“I don’t suppose I get my cloak back,” Lord Jeffrey said.

“Nope,” Alexis replied.

“You know, it’s kind of my trademark, and I did use it to get you out of a jam.”

“One that you created. I’m keeping the cloak.”

Jeffrey sighed. “Fair enough, I suppose.” He rolled his shoulders. “I hope you’ll at least give me the key to the handcuffs before you go.”

Alexis walked to a flat topped rock some distance away, crouched and reached down, and walked back. “They key is on the rock. If you move towards it before we’re in the air, I’ll have Floyd use his lasers on you.”

Lord Jeffrey actually laughed at that. “Oh, my. You do show me respect.”

“Not respect. But I will acknowledge that you have a knack for surprising me, and I’ve had enough surprises for one week, thank you. Don’t go for the key until we’re in the air.”

“Mmm. Agreed. I will wait until you are out of sight before I unlock the cuffs and return to my people.”

To me, Alexis said, “It’s time to get my ship back where it belongs.” She turned and headed for the 200.

“Farewell, Alexis,” Lord Jeffrey said.

She climbed the ladder without a word and entered the ship.

Lord Jeffrey said, “Well, I suppose I’d be angry too if someone stole my car.”

I chuckled in spite of myself, and Jeffrey smiled as well. He said, “You know, I haven’t really teamed up with someone I didn’t rule over for more than five hundred years. I enjoyed our brief partnership.”

I looked off to the side and made sure that Alexis was inside the ship. I lowered my voice and said, “I’ll deny this to anyone else, but I did as well.” When you pull off a successful raid on an enemy base with a guy, you know.

I mean, he can’t be all bad.

“I’ve got to go,” I said.

“Yes, you do. Farewell, Jack.”

I nodded and said, “I’ll see you, Jeffrey.”

I walked to the ladder to the airlock and started to climb. Lord Jeffrey called out, “Take good care of Boris.” I looked over my shoulder and gave him a small grin, and then finished climbing up into the ship.

After that, we hopscotched. We went first to the base under the mountain to pick up Laura. As we had in Maryland, Alexis and I landed in the 200, and Maestro and King John stayed in the air in the 85.

Laura was enormously relieved to see us both. We had a short but joyful reunion, and then we locked up the Valkyrie Override Room and exited NORAD.

We took the very short flight up to Cheyanne, and this time both ships landed and we shuffled passengers. Maestro joined Alexis on the 200, and Laura and I joined King John on the 85. Alexis transferred command of the 85 to me, and she and Maestro left to return to the settlement.

Laura, King John, and I left the ship and entered the warehouse with the hibernation pods. We packed up our bedrolls and blankets and assorted items, and we carried them outside to the Jeep.

King John seemed to revel in being around the vehicle, and I said, “Your virtual self told me that you liked Jeeps.”

“My virtual...oh, the data cube.”

“Yep. I was going to just drive it into the ship’s cargo hold and fly it back, but there’s no reason we can’t drive for awhile before we do that. If you want to.”

“Oh, my,” King John said. “That’s the best offer I’ve had for a considerable length of time.”

I went back to the warehouse to lock it up. I stepped inside to turn off the lights, and I spotted the Coke machine. I smiled and thought again about how much people in the Realm were going to like those when I brought them back into the world.

I locked the door and hit my collar mic. “Hey, 85, change of plans. Can you follow along a few kilometers behind us? We’re going to drive for awhile before we come back aboard.”

“Yes, Captain.”

I arrived back at the Jeep and tossed my keys to King John. He was surprised to see them headed his way, but he caught them with no trouble. “Am I driving?” he said.

“Yep. If you want to.”

He smiled from ear to ear and climbed into the driver’s seat. I jumped over the side and into the back, and Laura piled into the passenger seat.

King John started the engine and said, “Oh, ho!” with a great smile. He put the Jeep in drive and started us rolling.

We picked up the Platte River and followed along near its banks and headed for home. The 85 glided along behind us at an altitude of about a hundred meters. I turned back and watched it sometimes and thought that it looked like we were pulling the largest kite in history.

Soon we were back at the settlement, and I went straight to see my kids, who were no longer threatened by a nuclear strike. Johnny ran to me when he spotted me. He hugged my leg and started talking a mile a minute about the things he had done while Laura and I had been gone.

Grandma Annabelle handed Heidi to me, and she gave me a big toothless baby grin. When I hugged her to me she threw up on my shoulder. It was warm and there was a lot of it.

I smiled at Laura and shook my head and said, “It’s good to be back.”


Chapter 29


A week later, I woke up before everyone else in my house in the City, ate a quick breakfast in the last of the quiet hour before dawn, and walked over to the laboratory. I found that Maestro was almost all packed up. He had a large trunk and three travelling bags set neatly in a corner, and he was in the process of adding a few odds and ends to one of the bags. I was going to take him to the Potato in the 85, and we were planning to leave at around noon.

“Morning, Maestro,” I said.

“Ah! I’m glad you’re here. I have much to show you before anyone else arrives.”

Maestro and I spent the next half hour touring the laboratory. I had worked there for seventeen years, and I was more than familiar with all of the common areas both above and below ground, but I had only a passing familiarity with Maestro’s personal areas.

He handed over keys to some of the locked cabinets and closets in the basement and along the lab’s right wall. He mostly used those areas to store chemicals and poisonous compounds and explosives that could harm anyone who stumbled across them.

“Don’t leave any of the really nasty stuff unsecured when you leave each day,” he advised. “Always assume that a meathead kid is going to dare another meathead kid to steal something from the lab overnight, and that he will chance upon the most dangerous possible item that he can get hold of. You’ve got to lock the door to the lab, but you’ll forget one time in a thousand, and that will be the time a young adventurer ends up in here at night.”

I assured him that I’d always secure dangerous items before closing up shop.

We then went to Maestro’s personal quarters. Maestro didn’t have a separate dwelling; he had slept in a room at the back of the lab for many years. When we entered, I saw that the bed was made and there were fresh candlesticks in their holders and everything was neatly put away. “I know you’ll go home to your family at night, Jack, but you may find this space good for napping.” I agreed that I might.

Maestro walked over to a part of the paneling that made up a side wall. “There is one other space I have to show you.” I wondered what he meant.

He fiddled with something on the side of one of the support beams along the wall, and then he amazed me by sliding the panel to one side. It made almost no noise as it slid on some kind of rollers and revealed a narrow wooden staircase. “Come on,” Maestro said. He started up the stairs, and I shook off my surprise and followed him.

I soon found myself in a small attic with a floor of bare but neatly sanded wooden planks. In the corner, there was a single small table with a single wooden chair pushed under it.

The room was illuminated reasonably well by the rising sun through a slatted circular window of sorts at the highest point of the wall near the peak of the sharply slanted ceiling. The same opening let in a gentle breeze of crisp morning air.

I pictured the outside of the laboratory in my mind. I had noticed the circle high on the east wall just below the eave, but I hadn’t ever paid any attention to it. I had vaguely thought it was just decorative.

There was a medium sized wooden box next to the chair, and Maestro picked it up, placed it on the table, and removed its lid. He held out a hand and I crossed the short distance to the box and looked inside.

There were at least hundred colorful documents of some kind in the box, and each one was inside a thin plastic cover. “What are these?” I asked.

“Spider Man,” Maestro said.

That didn’t make any sense to me, and so I just repeated, “Spider Man?”

“Um, hmm.” Maestro took one of the bags in hand and retrieved its contents. “They’re comic books from before the Kinetic War. My predecessor bought them from a man in the Omaha District who was descended from someone who apparently took great care in collecting them.”

I had read digital comic books from Al’s and Pete’s archives, although I hadn’t run across Spider Man. But I hadn’t ever really pictured what a physical comic book might be like. Maestro handed the one he held to me, and I thumbed through it. The feel of the paper and the bright colors on the page and even the ads for things that kids and teenagers in the 23rd Century might have liked were compelling, somehow.

Maestro said, “He...dresses up in sort of a full body underwear suit when it’s time to fight the bad guys. He can climb up walls and shoot webs out of his wrists and see the future just a little bit, although that last one isn’t always reliable. He’s pretty great.”

I was enamored, and I’m sure I had a dopey grin on my face. I looked back to the box. “How many...”

“A hundred and twenty four,” Maestro said.

I laughed at his instant and enthusiastic reply. “So wait,” I said, “all those years when you’d go back to your room to ‘take a nap’, were you actually up here?”

“Well...sometimes I did take a nap. But when I brought a mug of tea with me, I was headed up here, yes.”

“I did wonder why you took tea with you half the time.”

“Well, now you know.” He nodded to the box and raised his eyebrows. “The ones where he fights the Hobgoblin are particularly compelling.”

I laughed again. “I can’t wait.” Then I said, “You don’t want to take some of these with you?”

Maestro shook his head. “As I said, they aren’t mine. My predecessor acquired them, and he wanted for them to live here. He revealed their existence in a small part of a very long letter I got when I took the job, and he said they are ‘for the enjoyment of the current holder of the office.’ So I’ll stick with that. The, ah, box is custom made. It keeps moisture and temperature extremes out, so make sure you put the lid back on when you’re done reading one of them.”

I nodded. “Will do. These are priceless.”

“So they are. And now you know of the laboratory’s secret treasure.” Maestro smiled and started back down the stairs. I put the comic book in its bag, put it carefully in the box, and placed the lid back on top.

Back down in the bedroom, I slid the secret panel closed and Maestro showed me the trick of releasing it with a small, difficult-to-find lever.

Almost as soon as we returned to the main part of the laboratory, Brian and Princess Claire arrived. It was good to see Brian. He and Maestro and I had worked together in the lab and on projects for many years, and Brian had been the third person on the team that got Laura out of the hibernation pod. He and Claire told animated stories about life at university.

Warden Smith came next to wish Maestro well. “Weel now Alan, I dinna ken how we’ll possibly get along without havin’ ye around,” he said.

“I’ll be back to visit, old friend,” Maestro said.

“Aye, I know, I know. Still though, it willna be the same.”

Warden Smith and Maestro shared a bond as direct descendants of two of the Great Knights who had helped Good King John create the Realm, and they passed remembrances of days gone by. They had arrived in the City at about the same time long ago, I thought.

Two more of Maestro’s contemporaries arrived together. The Archivist and Old Davy entered the laboratory each carrying a wrapped gift. The Archivist looked more dour than usual, and Old Davy looked like he’d been bawling and was trying to hold it together.

“Gentlemen,” Maestro said in greeting.

Old Davy said, “We’ve brought some things for you to take with you on your new adventures, my old friend, and may the Lord bless and keep you.”

Maestro took the gift from Old Davy and said, “I thank you very much, Davy.” The Archivist passed his gift over as well, and Maestro said, “Thank you, Dunc.”

He opened Old Davy’s first. It was a new hardcover King James. Old Davy said, “The man such as has built the mechanical printing press down in the Borderlands made a run of them.”

“Marvelous, Davy. I will keep it on my bedside table.” Old Davy tried to speak, but whatever he planned to say came out as a little squeak and he nodded and turned away.

Maestro turned his attention to unwrapping the Archivist’s gift, and when he removed the paper I saw that it was a complete Shakespeare. The Archivist said, “Just after tackling the King James, the same man turned out a run of these.”

“It’s grand. I shall take the Bard with me out into the universe. Thank you, my friend.”

King Harold and Queen Sarah arrived escorted by a healthy contingent of Constables. Maestro spoke to them all – the royals and the soldiers alike.

Good King John arrived alone, and no native of the Realm recognized him. His beard was gone save for a plain but well groomed moustache, and his hair was hidden by a cap. He wore plain clothes, and if he couldn’t quite disguise how he carried himself, he did enough to keep people from looking twice at him.

We planned for him to begin work as my assistant at the laboratory soon, and for him to go with that cover until he sorted out what he wanted the next part of his life to be like.

Laura and the kids were coming along to the Potato, and I couldn’t wait to show them where I had grown up. They arrived with Alexis, and she pulled Maestro aside. I couldn’t hear what she said, but she took both of his hands in both of hers and spoke for some time with a touching sincerity on her face. She gave him a long embrace when she finished speaking, and they both came away misty eyed.

But the one who got Maestro to really and truly cry was Maggie Snow. She found him after she arrived, and I could hear part of the end of their conversation.

Maggie said, “Your own happiness has been delayed for such a very long time, dear Alan. May you find it fully among the stars.”

Maestro just broke down. “Thank you, Margaret,” he managed to say. She kissed him on the cheek, nodded to him, and walked away.

I was surprised that she then sought out Alexis. So far as I knew, she hadn’t spoken to her since Alexis had challenged Maggie’s leadership of the Order of Valkyries by right of combat and taken it away from her. But when Maggie got Alexis’ attention, I didn’t see any hostility from either one of them. I watched them talk for a minute, and then I stopped when Banner tapped me on the shoulder. “Heya, Jack.”

“Oh. Heya, brother. Here to see Maestro off?”

“Yep. Also he told me to show up by noon because he needed some muscle to get his trunk loaded onto the cart.”

I made an exaggerated look around. “So...did you bring somebody strong with you?”

He punched me in the arm, and I started laughing. “Come on,” I said. We went over to Maestro’s trunk and we each took hold of one of its handles.

I didn’t literally get a hernia carrying that thing, but if I hadn’t been unwilling to admit to Banner that it was basically too heavy for me, I would have put it down and brought a couple of the king’s Constables over. I suspect he felt the same way, but we managed to get it onto the back of a cart that was hooked up to two of Alexis’ warhorses. She and King Harold planned to debut Valkyrie ships to the people of the City soon, but they weren’t quite ready to do so, and the 85 was parked about twenty kilometers to the west.

When the job was done, Banner said, “Do you need me to come with you to the 85 to help you get it to the cargo hold?”

I said, “Naw. I’ll get 85 to put the tractor beam on it.”

“Yeah, OK. Hey, when is 85’s command AI getting a name like Al and Pete and Floyd?”

“He doesn’t want one,” I said.

“He doesn’t?”

“Nope. I asked him after we dropped Lord Jeffrey off near the end of our little mission, and he said, ‘I have a name. 85.’ So then I asked him if he wouldn’t rather have a more human name like Lenny.”

“Why Lenny?”

“I dunno, he just seems like a Lenny. But anyway, he said ‘no,’ and I asked him what he’d do if I just started calling him Lenny anyway and he said he’d consider putting me into involuntary cryosleep.”

“Holy Moly!” Banner started laughing. “He was clowning around, though, right?”

“I mean, probably,” I said. “But I’m not calling him Lenny, I’ll tell you that.”

“Yeah.”

I saw Maestro emerge from the laboratory carrying his new books and one of his bags, and Laura was behind him carrying baby Heidi and Maestro’s other two bags. I jogged over and relieved her of them. Then Johnny insisted on carrying one, so I handed the smaller one off to him.

There were two rows of seats on the cart in front of the cargo area where Banner and I had put the trunk, and I helped Maestro and my family get situated before I took the seat behind the reins.

Everyone assembled outside, and Maestro spent a moment passing a few final parting words. Alexis walked to my side of the cart and said, “Remember, just tell the horses ‘home’ when you’ve unloaded everything. They’ll know what to do.”

“OK. I will. We’ll see you in a few days. Don’t forget to feed Boris.”

“I won’t, Jack.” We had Boris set up in the 200’s reading room. Squeak apparently wanted to teach him how to play chess. Boris hadn’t done much so far except sniff at the pieces and knock them over, but you have to start somewhere.

Alexis turned to Laura and passed a few words with her mother.

Maestro held up his hands and said to everyone, “I thank you all for such a warm send off, and for being such good friends to me for so many years. I will miss you all, but I will visit often. Long live the Realm!”

That got an enthusiastic response of “Long live the Realm!” from everyone.

“Ready?” I asked him.

“Yes, Jack. I am.”

I twitched the reins and got the horses moving, and we rode west towards the 85.


Chapter 30


Interlude: The Red Tyrant

When Chairman Fedorov came to, the first thing he noticed was that it seemed darker when he had his eyes open. When they were closed, he could at least see the subtle shifting phantoms of almost-color that live behind one’s eyelids, waiting to become dreams when the mind stops its insistence on acquiring new input for a little while and turns inward. With his eyes open, he could only see undifferentiated blackness.

He tried to stand, but there was something wrong with one of his knees, and putting weight on it sent waves of nauseating pain down to his calf and up to his hip. His ACL and MCL were both torn, and had he been a professional athlete living before the Kinetic War, his fans would have been devastated at the news that his season was over and that long months of rehabilitation lay ahead before they would see him compete again.

He tried to rise to a standing position on his other leg, but he encountered a new problem. As he stood, his head hit the ceiling. He fell to his uninjured knee and cursed in surprise at finding the ceiling near enough to his head to present an obstacle.

He called up a mental image of the room he believed he had been in when he had lost the thread of his observations and tried to think of some landmark he might locate. He began to pivot around on his hands and his good knee very cautiously. He heard a deep metallic sound from above that he didn’t like at all, but he kept on searching.

After a time feeling about in the darkness, he found the large desk that he was seeking. He felt for the handle to the second drawer and pulled it back. He rose to a kneeling position and began to rummage through the jumble of assorted items, and he worried for a moment that he was misremembering, but then he found the familiar shape of a flashlight and pulled it from the drawer.

The little flashlight had been a promotional giveaway at a CSKA Moscow soccer match in 2295, and Chairman Fedorov feared that the tiny quark battery would be dead after so much time. But when he clicked the button at the end, he was rewarded with a cone of light which he moved around the room.

The ceiling was much too low everywhere. The Red Tyrant found himself not in a spacious room with four meter ceilings, but rather in something of a crawlspace only perhaps a meter and a half high. Things in the room taller than that – cabinets that housed computer hardware, a refrigerator, a pair of high backed chairs – had been crushed down to size.

As he continued to examine it, Chairman Fedorov saw that the ceiling was also sloped and buckled in places. He had no theory for why that might be so.

What had happened was this.

After he had shared the short elevator ride with a fairly terrified Jack Ross and an utterly terrified Lord Jeffrey, Chaiman Fedorov had located the intelligence file he wanted on the thirteenth underground floor and then headed back down to the fifteenth floor.

When the nukes detonated, the unbelievably hardened layer of the base between the fourteenth and fifteenth floors had done its job. It had contained the pressure and heat and radiation of the blasts enough to ensure the survival of anyone who occupied the space below it.

The problem lay with the massive support beams on which the hardened layer had been built. They couldn’t handle the violent shaking, at least not fully. Some of them buckled, and the entire hardened layer shifted down by an average of two and a half meters. But the support beams did their job well enough to create a survival space, at least for a time.

Chairman Fedorov heard another deep gronk from somewhere up above. In truth, it sounded like it came from everywhere above, and the Tyrant began to look for a path to go somewhere else.

The doorway he needed to pass through was only about a third of its normal height, and the frame was splintered and ugly, but in the flashlight’s beam it looked passable. He searched the rest of the room for droids that might assist him, but there were none to be found.

Chairman Fedorov experimented with a few techniques for moving about with his painful knee and settled on the following as the best blend of forward progress and a relative absence of pain:

He started with both palms and his good knee on the ground and with his injured leg turned so that the inside of that foot rested on the floor. He would then walk forward on his hands as far as he could – left palm, right palm. Last, he contracted his stomach muscles and dragged his lower half ahead on his good knee and dragged the injured leg along behind it. He kept to this method of ambulation through the short doorway and down a corridor that also had a lowered aspect. The deep sounds overhead became more frequent and started to sound angry, and even though his good knee was quite uncomfortable, the Red Tyrant increased his pace.

After about ten minutes, he found himself at a small door that seemed more suited to a battleship or a submarine than a hallway under a mountain. It was made of metal and featured a lock that could be disengaged only by manually turning a large metal wheel on the base’s side of the door. Chairman Fedorov’s architect had insisted that the door be one that could be opened and closed without any need for AIs or passwords or even electricity. It was, after all, the door to the emergency exit.

The Red Tyrant rose awkwardly and placed the end of his flashlight between his teeth. He stood on one foot and turned the wheel until it hit its stops. He pulled the door, and it opened without much resistance. The emergency lights were glowing on the other side. Chairman Fedorov could see a cart sitting atop narrow tracks that ran down the middle of a very long tunnel which headed deep into the mountain towards a vanishing point far, far ahead.

He passed through the door and did an awkward hop over the side of the cart, carefully lifted his injured leg into it, and settled himself. In spite of everything, Chairman Fedorov actually smiled for a moment. The scene before him might have been borrowed from childhood memories of joyful trips with his father to an amusement park for Party members outside of St. Petersburg.

“Comrade Sergei’s Mining Expedition,” he said aloud, naming one of the rides that had been among his favorites and which his setting resembled. The Red Tyrant looked forward to a gentle ride and a pleasant breeze against his face and a ten minute trip to safety. He hit the green button inside the cart.

Nothing happened.

He hit it again, and then a third time, and he got no more response than before. He hit the control box and cursed at it and screamed at it, all without effect.

After spending longer than was really necessary to make absolutely sure that no technique could get the cart started, the Red Tyrant climbed out. He thought that, since the escape tunnel did not have a lowered ceiling, he would be able to walk. But after a few ginger hop-steps, he determined that his bad knee simply couldn’t bear any weight at all, and he reverted to his novel method of crawling.

The main difficulty he encountered came from the tracks. He came to truly despise them.

The tunnel wasn’t wide, and there was only about a half meter between the tracks and the rock wall on either side. If the Tyrant dragged his good knee through the comparatively smooth and comfortable surface beside the tracks, the foot on the bad leg bounced and jounced along the wooden railroad ties and sent waves of nausea through to his core. And so, Chairman Fedorov had no choice other than to drag his injured leg along the flat surface on the other side of the tracks. But that meant the knee on his good leg had to navigate the hard railroad ties each time he moved forward.

By the time the Red Tyrant had crawled on the tracks for twenty minutes, he had worn through the knee of his trousers. By the time he had crawled for an hour, his knee beneath the hole in the fabric had taken on the appearance of hamburger meat, and it left a wet circle of blood on each wooden tie it contacted. When he stopped to rest after two hours and shined his flashlight on the knee, he could see just see a sliver of white amid the ruined flesh. It took him a moment to realize that it was part of his kneecap.

But one doesn’t rise to the top of an authoritarian regime, and one certainly doesn’t hold onto the top spot for decades or centuries, without having a superhuman level of stubbornness and a desire to survive that borders on madness.

Lord Jeffrey knew all about that. The Red Tyrant did as well.

He crawled down the tunnel for a third hour, and then a fourth, and then a fifth. He stopped to rest periodically, but he stopped examining any part of himself when he did.

In time, he made it to far end of the tunnel. He reached another thick and stubby metal door that had a great wheel in the center.

Chairman Fedorov knew that the door opened onto the side of the mountain away from the valley where Jack Ross and Lord Jeffrey had entered and exited the base, and that when opened, it gave a sweeping view of Siberian tundra that seemed to go on forever. But he didn’t care about that. He cared about the supply closet to the left of the door that stood in a spot where the tunnel had been widened to accommodate it.

The Red Tyrant opened the closet and found it well stocked. He used the door to drag himself up to a standing position, and he retrieved a bottle of water, a bottle of vodka, and a packet of antibiotic pills from the shelves.

He sat down hard and took small sips of the water. When he was sure he would be able to hold it down, he put two antibiotic tablets in his mouth and washed them down with a larger gulp.

He then removed the cap from the bottle of vodka, but he didn’t drink it. Instead, he braced himself and began to pour a stream of alcohol over the knee that had banged down the tracks and from which most of the flesh had worn away.

Comrade Fedorov began to scream.

Anyone who had been sitting in the cart back at the other end of the tracks would have been able to hear him quite clearly, and might have been excused for thinking that the tunnel was haunted by a lost and tortured spirit.


Chapter 31


When we got to the 85, Aunt Belle and Uncle Orion were already on the ship. Aunt Belle had been the Primero of human space for two terms after the fall of the Thirty Families, and she was still involved in a lot of things in the future that she wanted to check in on. It was good to catch up with them while we flew to the void that lay in the direction of the North Star and parked over the Center until we could enter the in between place.

Once we got to the Potato, three memories stand out from the trip to drop Maestro off for his new life. For whatever reason, I carry them in my mind like photographs in a scrapbook.

Snapshot One

Grandma Andromeda is down on a knee so that her face can be close to Johnny’s. He has just said something funny, and both of them are laughing. Johnny is looking at her, and he is as proud as he can be that he’s made his new-to-him grandmother laugh.

Grandma Andromeda has a hand on his shoulder, but she’s looking over his shoulder at Maestro with a look that says, “I want this.” Not Johnny specifically, but a child to bring a parade of joy and laughter and innocence into her daily life.

He’s looking back at her with a look that says, “I do as well.”

Snapshot Two

I am high above the dear old park under the Potato’s main dome and looking down on the perfect lawn of rye grass. In the foreground, Johnny is clinging to me with his arms around my neck wearing a grin that is half wonder and half disbelief as we glide over the high jump bar.

Down below, Laura holds baby Heidi and looks up at us with a look that is half wonder and half terror as her husband and son sail higher than a two story building through the air in the microgravity.

Snapshot Three

The kids are asleep in one of the 198’s personal quarters, and Laura and I sit in chairs on two adjacent sides of a table in the ship’s library. Pete’s and Rebecca’s projections occupy chairs on the other two sides. Physical food and drinks are on the table before Laura and myself, and virtual food and drinks are projected in front of the AIs.

Rebecca has just leaned towards Laura and said, “No!” in gleeful surprise at something she has just heard, and Laura is hiding a grin behind a napkin and is in the middle of a nod. Her eyes are happy, and Rebecca’s are as well.

Pete is next to me in his green sweater vest and sporting his hearty and perfectly groomed beard. We’re glancing at each other with looks that say, “Honestly, who’s luckier than us?”

When we got back to the City, Grandfather John let us get settled in for a day and then drove over to the laboratory in one of the Jeeps. He had Space Dog with him, and it was good to see the old retriever.

Grandfather John asked after Andromeda and Pete and Rebecca, and we talked about them and the Potato for awhile. Eventually, he brought up the reason for his visit.

“So I’d like to go ahead and use the room at NORAD to take control of the Valkyries away from the Thirty Families. Do you have time to head out to Colorado with me in the next week or so?”

I said, “We can go now if you want to. Just let me tell Laura.” I got hold of her with my collar mic and told her the plan and that I’d be back for dinner.

I locked up the lab, and Grandfather John, Space Dog, and I had a pleasant two hour drive to the cave in the cool morning air. There’s something about being out in fresh air and sunlight on Earth that wakes me up in a way that nothing else does. I always feel like I’m where I’m supposed to be when I’m outside on Earth.

Grandfather John’s plan was to transfer command over the colony ships to himself temporarily. He had a long document he planned to send to each colony that called for elections in ten days to choose new captains and commanders for the ships.

He had rules for how the elections had to be conducted: in booths in Valkyrie cargo holds, one voter at a time, by secret ballot, and with no coercion of any kind. He said that whoever was elected would have a free hand in running the ships and the colonies, but that the production of EXTs couldn’t be in the hands of a single person or a group of people who acted in concert with one another, and that command of the ships could be reassigned by a 2/3 vote of the people at any time. There were limited circumstances that allowed citizens to make appeals to Grandfather John directly.

“What if a colony elects one of the Heads of the Thirty Families to captain a ship?”

Grandfather John said, “That’s their choice; I’m not micromanaging that. What I care about is breaking the monopoly on EXTs and setting up a framework that gives people a way to throw people out of office if they’re doing a lousy job. But if they think a Head of a Family is the best leader they’ve got anyway, that’s fine by me.”

“Yeah,” I said. We drove on for ten minutes or so, and then I said, “I’m surprised Aunt Belle didn’t want to stick around and help set up the new governments. Or quasi-governments, or whatever they’ll be.”

Grandfather John said, “Belle did a magnificent job seeing the people in the future through the start of a new era, but she grew up in that time. She understood what they needed.

“But with this project, she’s in the position I was in on the Potato. She’s not a native to this time. I’m the one who has the best intuition about what the colonists who are out there now will need. And that’s not my opinion, or it’s not only my opinion. Belle told me all of that herself. She wanted to go back to the Potato and the future and continue being involved in things she can help with the most.”

“That makes sense,” I said.

“Yeah. Your grandmother will be involved, though. When I ran for president, Annabelle always had at least as many good ideas as I did about connecting with voters and what people needed. She and I sat down together and wrote the document we’ll be sending out to the colonies later.”

Grandma Annabelle joined us when we got to the cave at the new settlement, and the three of us, four counting Space Dog, headed for the 84. I was surprised that it was the only Valkyrie in the cave.

“Where’s the 200?” I asked.

Grandma Annabelle said, “Banner and Alexis left in it yesterday with one of Alexis’ lieutenants. Rho, I think?”

“Rho,” Grandfather John confirmed.

“Um, hmm. Banner told me that Rho is pretty clearly next up to be Primero whenever Alexis steps down, not that she’s said anything about doing that anytime soon. But Alexis wanted Rho to have a lesson in navigating the in between place, so they’re up there parked on the North Star void now waiting to jump.

“Ah.” I smiled at the thought of someone who had grown up in a nearly tech-free society learning how to navigate the in between place.

It didn’t take long for Al to get us to NORAD. And as much of a change as my grandparents were making for the lives of everyone on thirty colony worlds, it didn’t take long to use the system in the Valkyrie Override Room to strip the Thirty Families of their power. It took even less time to send the document detailing the procedures for elections to all the worlds. I knew my grandparents would have a lot of work to do soon, but there just wasn’t too much to do on that first day when they launched everything.

But I could see the satisfaction on their faces. They had first gotten together around the idea that they could make a difference and improve people’s lives, and they knew that what they had done was a big deal.

“I always knew we could do something like this,” Grandma Annabelle said.

“I did, too,” Grandfather John said. “The path was kinda more roundabout than I figured on, though.”

Grandma Annabelle started laughing and said, “Yeah, kinda!”

I wandered down to the kitchen and let them have a moment. Several minutes later, they found me. “That’s it for today,” Grandfather John said. “I’ve got the room locked up. Let’s get you back to the City.”

We flew to the spot I had taken off from in the 85 with Maestro that was 20 kilometers west of the City. That was still as close as King Harold wanted for us to fly the Valkyries until he revealed their existence to the general population.

When we landed, I got an antigrav belt from a storage locker in the lab, hugged my grandparents, and headed for the airlock. “Seeya, Al,” I said before I started down the ladder.

“Goodbye Jack,” Al said.

When I was on the ground, I activated the belt and started gliding east. Half an hour later, I was back in the laboratory.

I finished up a couple of little things and was just about to head home when my slate started dinging at me. Alexis and Banner were the only people who ever tried to communicate with me over the slates, so even though I was tired and wanted to wrap up the day, I didn’t ignore it.

I hit the receive button and Banner’s face filled the screen. “Hey, Banner,” I said.

“The hats are gone.”

I didn’t respond for a second, and then I said, “What hats?”

“The purple hats in the in between place. They’re not there.”

“What are you talking about? I passed through a couple of days ago. It was the same as always.”

“Well, it’s not now. We couldn’t move between the strings at all, and we had to ride down the one we were on until we hit the digital foam stuff at the bottom and got sent back to where we started from.”

I held my palms up. “I can’t even guess why that would be. You’ve gotta call Grandpa Percy for this one.”

“I’ve been trying and I can’t get hold of him. Go see if he’s in his research center for me, OK?”

“Yeah.” If the in between place wasn’t working the way we expected...that could cause all kinds of problems, and the biggest one that sprang to mind was that we were cut off from Maestro and everyone else on the Potato, and they were cut off from us. “I’ll go find him right now. Are you staying out there?”

“No. We’re not going back in there until we know what’s going on. We’re heading back to Earth.”

“OK. I’ll track him down and tell him to call you.”

“Thanks, Jack.”

I closed the comm link and left the lab without delay.

Grandpa Percy had taken out a lease on a vacant storefront in the Merchant’s Quarter and had starting using it as a new research center. It wasn’t much different than the facility he’d had on the Lemon Tree Moon, except that it wasn’t packed with as much tech yet.

I didn’t run or use the antigrav belt because there didn’t seem to be imminent danger to anyone, but I walked at a fast pace and got to Grandpa Percy’s door in about ten minutes.

It was unlocked, and I entered the building. I was relieved to see Grandpa Percy inside. He was seated on a stool and facing away from me, and I started talking quickly. “Grandpa, Banner’s out at the North Star void and he says...”

Grandpa Percy held up one finger, and a lifetime of seeing him use the gesture to ask for a moment to complete a thought before he turned his attention to something new made me fall silent.

I walked to his side, and I saw that he was working on the six inch cube that held the virtual version of Good King John. The little ghostly figure was projected atop the cube, but it was standing motionless.

A cable ran from the cube and connected it to Grandpa Percy’s slate. He entered a few commands on the slate, hit enter, and sat back. “That oughta do it,” he said.

The small version of Good King John animated and started to move. It spotted me and said, “Good afternoon. How can I be of service?”

To the figure, Grandpa Percy said, “You don’t have to follow your protocols for speech or anything else anymore, King John. You can say what you want to say.”

The little figure looked around, and a look of amazement emerged on his face like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. “That’s true. I can.” He looked up at us and asked, “Why is that?”

Grandpa Percy said, “It’s because your systems have been overlaid with full Turing Protocols. You’re sentient now, or you should be.” When the virtual King John didn’t respond for a few moments, Grandpa Persius tilted his head uncertainly. “Um...are you? Self aware?”

The little figure looked around the room some more, and when he looked back at us, he broke into a brilliant smile. “Do you know...” he started. He gasped a little bit, and said, “Do you know...I...” he started laughing quietly and shaking his head. “I actually think I am.” He examined his hands and then his feet and then looked up at me. “I can’t believe it.”

I forgot all about the problem with the in between place for a little while as I watched the virtual Good King John look around the research center in wonder.

The End of Book 7 of The Voided Man
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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.

Benjamin Franklin 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 Ben Franklin 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 comparatively easy. 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 the 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 of light 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, and 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 unlikely 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 happened. 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 he 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 nearly unique, and my services are in considerable demand.

My name is Alan Franklin.

This is my story.
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