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Part I - The Pulsar and the Potato


Chapter 1

Grandpa John usually understands what I’m talking about right away, but sometimes he says, “I don’t follow you, Percy. Give me a metaphor or something.” So I’ll start with that. And I’m going to add more details than I usually do for this kind of thing. My wife Gemini is a poet, and I’m trying to emulate her more in the way I describe things. I’ve been teaching a class at City University lately, and I’ve found that people absorb new ideas better if they’re built against backdrops of recognizable settings.

So. Imagine a wide gallery at an art museum. There’s a leather bench running the length of the room that allows patrons to sit and examine the paintings hung on the two long walls to either side. The room is cool, and it provides welcome relief to everybody who has come to visit the museum on a hot summer’s day.

A scattering of small children makes a little bit of noise asking questions and slapping sandaled feet on the marble floor, and their voices and steps echo a bit in the arched ceiling overhead. Otherwise, the chamber is nearly silent.

Twenty five paintings line each of the long walls. The artists who created them are absolute masters who have been able to do far more than make accurate visual representations of their subjects. They were able to sense and communicate something of the souls of the beings they painted.

A sign on an easel at the entrance names the exhibit “Earliest Great Monarchs”. The subjects of the paintings are the fifty greatest rulers who came to power somewhere in the universe in the first three billion years after the Big Bang.

It took awhile for any rulers at all to exist during the universe’s infancy and adolescence. Things had to cool off a lot before atoms could form and begin to make any strides towards collecting together into the early stars that were made of only hydrogen and helium because there was no other raw material yet they could be made from.

Those first stars lived fast and died young. But they performed a task that was necessary for all of the life that would come to exist in the universe. Towards the end of their active cycles, they squeezed and crushed simple atoms together into the kinds of heavier elements that are necessary if you want a universe that has any land.

When the early stars went supernova, they blasted newly minted heavier elements everywhere and added to rich clouds of more varied types of matter that formed great nebulas. Gravity eventually caused much of the dust to collect together into enormous spinning galaxies and smaller spinning solar systems with stars and planets and moons.

Only a tiny fraction of the new land was hospitable to life, but there was so much of it that a tiny fraction was more than enough. Living creatures began to move and eat and reproduce and compete all over the place.

But back to the imaginary museum.

The paintings in the main gallery do not focus on run-of-the-mill kings and queens. They portray beings who ruled entire civilizations in the universe’s early era.

Our onetime adversary the Entirety became powerful as a single distributed mind, but to rule over masses of others like all of the beings in the paintings did, you need something that almost all creatures lack.

It’s not strength. Plenty of species have that. It’s not even intelligence.

It’s money.

A lion who is stronger and more clever than his rivals may come to utterly dominate the several square miles where he passes his time, but he has no money. He has no ability to get other lions in faraway places to set themselves to tasks that he cares about.

Money is a superpower that allows even a regular person to say to an enormous organization with specialized tools and expertise: “Do this for me. Take time out of your day to give me transportation across the Realm, or build me an advanced computing system and deliver it to my home, or manufacture a medicine that will allow me to live fifty times my natural lifespan.”

Lions can’t do that.

Kings can put together larger projects with the vast sums of money at their disposal. They can say, “Build me a great pyramid to mark my burial.” Or perhaps, “Spend generations constructing a great cathedral, and if it requires a noticeable fraction of the nation’s GDP for many decades to finish the job, don’t worry about that.” And those are the kinds of projects a ruler of a single country can direct in a pre-industrialization era in which chisels and pulleys count as technology.

But what about an emperor?

An emperor fully understands what money is, and the power it contains, and how to unlock its full potential. Such a person is able to use that leverage to take control of an entire region, or world, or solar system, or in some cases, more. All fifty of the portraits in the museum show rulers who reigned over at least a solar system in the early days of the universe.

The visitors to the museum are surprised to find that the fifty beings featured in the paintings are reasonably similar in appearance. There are some differences from one to the next in the specific shape and arrangement of sensory organs, and in the tone and texture of skin, and in whether the beings have hair or fur or feathers or none of the above. But most museum guests arrive with the expectation that there will be a wide variety of creatures in the group, and they do not expect to find fifty emperors who are all humanoid in general appearance.

But as it turns out, a species has to be essentially humanoid to get to the point that it can create and use money. To be able to do that...

You need to be able to use fire, and so anything that lives in water is out.

You need to have a well-protected mind, and it needs to be high off the ground most of the time so that predators don’t have easy access to it. And so, money-using creatures always have a head with a skull surrounding a brain up on top.

You have to have the important primary sensory organs located near the brain with a nice short pathway from one to the other so that critical information can reach the brain quickly. If you don’t have that, a species can’t make it from its prehistoric times all the way up to an advanced mastery of money.

It just doesn’t work to have eyes and ears far away from the head. You can’t spot or hear a sabre-toothed tiger and send a danger message over a long path from an abdomen or a hand or something all the way up to a brain and hope to have good results. Prehistoric beings with primary sensory organs that are not on the head get eaten by predators too often to advance much, because on average they react to urgent threats too slowly.

All of the rulers in the paintings have exactly two eyes and two ears, although the configuration varies a bit. A pair of each type of primary sensory organ allows a being to judge depth and distance, and to have a spare if one is injured. But more than two is inefficient and ties up too many mental resources.

There are other things that are similar, but you get the idea.

So, the gallery features twenty five paintings on each of its major walls that show beings with two ears, two eyes, and some kind of opening for speaking and taking in nourishment. They all wear clothing of the highest quality, and they all have the look of supreme confidence that comes with fully understanding the power of money and controlling an astronomical quantity of it.

But even in that group, one stands out above the others. His image causes most of the visitors to the gallery to pause for a second look, and some of them to stop and sit upon the long bench and ponder him for an extended length of time.

His name was Erom. Not King Erom, or Lord Erom, or Emperor Erom. His name alone was sufficient, and all in his empire recognized it. To many, the painted image of Erom seems more present than the others, as if it might step right out of the canvas.

To some museum visitors, Erom might seem more intelligent than the rest of the early rulers, and to others he might seem more dangerous. Neither of those assessments would be incorrect.

Through rare skills and insights and alliances, Erom climbed to the very top and came to rule one of the universe’s earliest spacefaring civilizations as it expanded around the spiral arm of a galaxy. Erom was very skilled at administering his empire. He could form long term plans and identify the keys to executing them with a skill that is rarely achieved by any sentient being.

But he was always a little bit crazy, I suspect. And then, when his mate was murdered, I think he got more than a little bit crazy.

We have learned he became increasingly obsessed with a project that lasted for millennia. He set armies of engineers and laborers to work devising and then constructing the infrastructure necessary to influence a celestial body located near his seat of power. The project did little to offer any tangible benefits to his people, but it has allowed him to continue an existence of sorts for a very long time.

The costs were ridiculous. They bankrupted a dozen planets, and they nearly bankrupted the rest of the worlds under Erom’s control. But in the end, for what is quite possibly the only time in the history of the universe, a civilization gained the ability to modulate the spin of a neutron star. What Erom did with that ability has had an impact on us, even though humanity wouldn’t come on the scene for more than ten billion years after the heyday of Erom’s civilization.

The Erom problem has taken up nearly all of my attention just lately, and preventing him from doing great harm has become my primary occupation.

My name is Persius.

This is my story.


Chapter 2

Until I was a teenager, I was the only child on the Potato. My parents are Belle and Orion, and they married young. None of the other original kids who grew up on the Potato paired off until I was in the seventh grade at Grandpa John’s school, and so for a lot of years, it was just me and the grownups.

My main contribution to our little society during those early years was figuring out Al’s directives override code when I was seven. It happened kind of by luck, and kind of because I made a good guess, but wow was Grandpa John excited about it.

I got a birthday cake every day for twenty days. The memory of eating that many cakes in three weeks makes me a little bit queasy now, but when you’re a little kid you can probably finish off a two pound bag of sugar if someone gives you a spoon and leaves you alone for an hour.

After I figured out the code, all the action was at the Bank of the Void. The nine adults on the Potato worked long hours at Bank Headquarters (which is just what we called the hub room on the 84 during the workday) for the next five years trying to bring down the Thirty Families.

But my parents and everyone else made time for me, and I continued to have a pleasant enough childhood. As the only kid around, I was kind of the mascot, and everyone always seemed happy to see me. And I had Space Dog for company when everyone else was busy. And Al; I always had him.

Al has always had good intuition about what interests his friends, and he takes an interest in those things himself. It doesn’t really matter what they are or whether Al initially understands them. He jumps into learning about what people like with enthusiasm.

If you’re a lonely exile like Grandpa John was when he first arrived in the Void, Al can help you build a life that allows you to stay sane and even thrive. And if you’re a kid who is in the middle of the narrow range of ages when prank calls seem hilarious, he can work with that, too.

Al and I had been calling random people out in settled space a few times a week. I’d ask them if their vacuum stasis unit or their quark battery backup system was running and if they said yes I’d tell them that they’d better go catch it, and so forth. We went through all the classics.

After awhile, Al created a sound effect with three drum beats followed by a top hat clanging that he’d play right before we ended the comms. So for example, we’d call a grocery store that advertised having Count Lawrence brand tuna and ask if they had Count Lawrence in a can, and if they said they did, I’d tell them they’d better let him out of there and Al would add his sound effect Ba-Dum-Bum-CLANG and we’d hang up before the guy could say anything else. And then I’d roll around giggling and Space Dog would lick my face and Al would say “yes” a lot of times, which is how he laughs.

One day when I was ten years old, I finished printing and binding hard copies of a report. Grandpa John found small jobs for me to do around the Bank sometimes so that I’d feel like I was part of the team, I think. Anyway, I passed one out to everyone, and then I said to Grandpa John, “I think I’m gonna take Space Dog and go play for awhile.” He said he thought that was a fine idea. Space Dog was half asleep on my grandfather’s foot, but his ears perked up at the sound of his name.

“Come on, boy,” I said. He stood up, wagged his tail, and followed me when I left the hub room.

We went up to the observation room. When we got there, I asked, “Feel like playing Super Mario, Al?”

“Yes, Percy,” Al said through the speakers in the room. “But before that, I have invented a character that I would like to use in a prank call.”

“Really?” Al had been perfectly willing to participate in my little hobby, but he hadn’t created anything new for it until then. “Well, who is it? The character.”

“It is a fictional man named Shay. Last name, King-Booty.”

I said the full name quietly, thought about it, and then chuckled for a second. “I mean...the name’s funny,” I said. “I like it, but I don’t see how it works for a prank call.”

“Please detail your reasoning, Percy.”

I sat on the brown couch and Space Dog hopped up and sat next to me. “Well for one thing, I don’t think anybody would be named that.”

“I disagree my research indicates that some humans have hyphenated last names.”

“Yeah, true, but the hyphenated name isn’t the thing. It’s just…how are you gonna set up your punchline?”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, you have to get the other person to say something funny without realizing they’re saying something funny for that kind of prank call. What are you gonna say when someone picks up?”

“I plan to say that I have a priority message for Shay King-Booty.”

“Uh, huh. And then what would the other person say that would be funny? It’s no good if the other person just asks if it’s some kind of a joke or yells at you to get off the comm line or something.”

“I see.”

“Yeah, and then almost everybody out there is going to be speaking Universal and not English, and they probably won’t know the word ‘shaking’ unless they studied ancient languages in school. Their word to describe moving like that will be ‘zhokin’, probably, so the ‘Shay King’ part of the name doesn’t really help.”

“I see. Calibrating executing. I will contemplate this further.” The screen in front of the couch started to rise up, and a game controller floated over from a shelf to the couch in a manipulated local gravity field. “Let’s play,” Al said.

The screen came on, and the opening graphic for Super Mario Brothers 3 appeared. I had access to modern games on the nets, and I played them sometimes. Those games had amazing more-real-than-real graphics, and some of them took people a decade or more to finish. When people live to be five thousand years old, really immersive games are in demand.

But to me, video games actually don’t get any better than when they’re just old fashioned playable cartoons.

I also like random nonsense, and the ancient Mario games from the dawn of the computer age have more random nonsense than any that have ever followed them. I mean, come on, a halloween costume with a raccoon tail that allows you to fly? Getting paid coins to bash your head repeatedly against bricks that for some unexplained reason are suspended in midair? Neighborhoods that always end with a flight of stairs within leaping distance of a flagpole?

Perfect.

We played. I was always Mario, and Al was always basically on defense. He took control of the walking mushrooms and turtles and boss villains and kept their strategies fresh, and I did my best to get past them.

I got to World 3-2 and I lost a few Marios in a row. One time I got trapped by a novel configuration of bad guys that Al dreamed up, but the other two were careless mistakes. “Let’s save here, Al,” I said. “I think I’m gonna take a nap.”

“Yes, Percy. Your biomarkers indicate that you will fall asleep in seven minutes plus or minus three minutes.”

I stretched out along the length of the couch, and Space Dog repositioned himself until his back was against one of my shins.

That couch was the best place we had for napping on the entire Potato. Al was right; I fell asleep fast.

Later, I heard, “Cee? See us?” Then, “Persius?”

I opened my eyes and blinked a few times. “Yeah? What is it, Al?”

“I have a good one.”

I blinked a few more times and sat up. “A good one what?”

“A good redesigned character for my prank call.”

I was about to ask him what he’d come up with, but I heard the quiet four part tone in the observation room’s speakers that indicated a comm was being connected.

“Who are you calling?” I whispered as I sat up. The four tones sounded again. Blip blip blip blip.

“It is a linguistics professor on Rolnak Four. She will speak fluent English.”

“You don’t want to try it out on me first?”

“Unnecessary.” Blip blip blip blip.

I cringe-smiled. I was expecting something hilarious, but more because I thought Al would have a strange joke that didn’t make any sense. I looked at Space Dog, and he wagged his tail.

There was a click in the speakers, and a woman’s voice said, “Yes?”

Al said, “I have a priority message for Amanda Love.”

The woman paused and said, “I don’t know Amanda Love.”

Al said, “That is unfortunate you should put yourself out there and mingle more often ending communication executing.”

I was so surprised that I didn’t react at first. But then I started laughing, and then belly laughing, and then more than belly laughing.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Al said. “I considered your feedback and determined that there was a 62.5% chance, yes, chance that the professor would respond to my query in a way that would set up my punchline, yes.”

I quieted down a little, and then I burst out laughing a second time when I imagined a professor frowning at being pranked and maybe pursing her lips and...

Blip blip blip blip. The speakers in the observation room indicated an incoming comm. “Oh,” Al said. “It is the professor.”

“What?! You said you could make these untraceable!”

Al paused for a moment and then said, “I may have been incorrect.”

“Don’t answer it!”

Blip blip blip blip.

“My directives require me to respond to incoming comms and notify the Captain if the caller requests to speak to him.”

“Grandpa deleted your directives!”

“He only deleted the prisoner directives.”

“Al!” I sat up on the couch with my back as straight as a board and felt my heart rate speed up to unreasonable levels.

“I will try to work around the directive.”

Blip blip blip blip.

“Violation directive R. I cannot work around the directive. I hope we do not get in trouble with Number One.” Then, to my horror, I heard a click and Al said, “Hello?”

The professor said, “First of all, I’ll have you know that I’ve been married for 112 years, and so in that sense I do know ‘Amanda Love’. Second of all, since you are obviously an AI, I wonder if you can give me any reason I shouldn’t contact your owner and recommend that you be refurbished?”

“Insufficient data,” Al said.

“Mmm...” the woman said, not sounding pleased. I noticed that I was squeezing my own knees way too hard, and when I forced myself to move my hands away they left red imprints behind.

The professor continued. “I assume that a child has directed your actions. Probably a boy, say ten or eleven years old.”

“No, ma’am,” Al said.

“Balderdash,” she said. “Is your database of English words deep enough to recognize that one?”

“Yes, ma’am. It is a noun meaning nonsense.” There was silence in the room for a little while, and I noticed that I had been holding my breath. I made myself exhale and inhale.

“Well,” the professor said, “your directives may require loyalty to your friend, so I’ll just talk directly to him. Young man. I generally like it when ancient tongues are used properly, and the play on words was fairly good, so I’m going to let this go. But be more cautious. Eventually, one of your calls may go through to someone high up in the Thirty Families, and then where will you be?”

I knew not to tell her that everyone on the Potato was actually hard at work trying to topple the Thirty Families, and so I just said, “Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.”

“There, you see,” she said. “I knew there would be a boy involved. Please don’t bother me again.”

I heard a second click, and Al said, “She has ended the communication.”

I put my hands over my face and massaged my forehead a little bit.

We didn’t make any prank calls for a couple of months after that.


Chapter 3

When I was a kid, I usually slept like a rock. I look back on those days when I could get into bed at eleven at night and sleep until eleven in the morning and shake my head. Older people can’t do that, or at least I can’t do that.

I’m biologically 30 these days, the same as almost everyone who takes EXTs. But I’m closing in on 70 actual years of living, and I sleep like it. Six hours a night is about as much as I can get. Why EXTs should keep your body young but not preserve your ability to sleep in long unbroken stretches, I can’t say.

Anyway, one night when I was fifteen I woke up a little after midnight, and for whatever reason, that time I couldn’t fall back asleep. I whispered to the nonsentient AI in our house, “Lights up one quarter,” and my room illuminated enough for me to see my newer posters of guitarists and cheerleaders and my older posters of comic book heroes and athletes hanging on my walls.

“Are my folks back yet?” I asked the house AI.

“Orion is currently in the observation room on the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84 Belle is currently in the laboratory on the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84.”

“Huh.” Mom had been the Primero of settled human space for a couple of years by then. I figured she was working late on some crisis, and that Dad had wandered over to check in on her at some point.

I grabbed a hoodie and the tall sneakers that Grandpa John had programmed the factory to make and had given me for my last birthday. “They’re Air Jordans,” he’d told me. I didn’t know what that meant, really, but I liked the sharp contrast of the red and white and black sections of the shoes and I wore them everywhere.

I left my house and cut across the park towards the 84. The lights on top of the heating units around the perimeter of the dome were dimmed to their nighttime setting, but I could still see everything well enough. The rye grass was damp, and I assumed that Leo had run the sprinkler system at some point.

I veered a little bit out of my way to pass by the old high jump pit. When I got to it, I turned my back to the bar, crouched down, put my arms out wide, and jumped.

My Dad has been the king of the high jump ever since he was a boy. There’s a record book we keep, and “Orion” is on the top line of most of the categories. I didn’t have a chance of beating any of Dad’s records, so I had to develop something of my own. What I was good at was controlling my rotation in the Potato’s microgravity.

I kept my arms out and my legs and back straight as I glided up. When I got halfway to the bar, I was horizontal to the ground and facing up towards the top of the dome. When I got to the peak of my jump, I was upside down with my feet up high and my head sailing a foot or so above the bar.

When I was halfway back down I was horizontal again and facing the grass, and I rotated back to a straight up and down position just as my feet got back to the ground and I stuck the landing. I could also do a jump with exactly two or three rotations. No one else could do that, not even Dad.

I smiled and continued on my way.

When I got to the 84, I went up to the observation room first. I found my dad slouched back and asleep on the right half of the couch. Grandpa John was slouched back and asleep on the left half of the couch with a mostly empty bowl of popcorn in his lap. He was snoring, and I thought he might be drooling just a little bit from one corner of his mouth.

I looked at the screen in front of them, and I saw two boxers who looked like they weighed about 100 pounds flail at each other and miss with almost all of their punches in front of a crowd that featured far more empty seats than fans. Championship fights with hype and celebrities and truly dangerous fighters in the ring are pretty great, but Tuesday night undercard fights…I understood why I was the only person in the room who was awake.

I left the observation room quietly and went downstairs.

I found Mom working. Grandpa John had put a sign above the lab’s door that said, “Oval Office”. After Mom won the election, Grandpa and Dad and I had converted the space so that it was half movie set with a desk and backdrop fitting for a chief executive and half work area where Mom actually got stuff done. She was in the get stuff done area seated behind a square table covered with slates and piles of hard copy docs.

She looked up at the sound of my footsteps. “Hey,” she said with a smile. “What are you doing here?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

She nodded. “Pull up a chair.”

I grabbed a stool and moved it to the side of the square table across from Mom. I used my chin to gesture to the papers fanned out in front of her. “What’cha working on?”

She sighed. “Trouble on Hansen’s World again.” I recognized the name. It was funny; Mom was the head of a universal government that oversaw 15.3 million planets. Actually, a lot of those were moons and a few of them were asteroids, so 15.3 million worlds of some kind. But out of all those different worlds, it was the same dozen or so Mom seemed to struggle with.

“That one comes up a lot,” I said.

Mom puffed out her cheeks and exhaled slowly. “That they do. Their planetary governor is not my favorite person in human space.”

“How so?” I asked. I knew some of what Mom did as Primero, but it was surface level, and I mostly pieced it together from what I overheard her talking about with Dad. She hadn’t talked directly to me much about her day-to-day job until that night I couldn’t sleep.

She seemed to debate with herself how to answer my question. “Do you really want to know, or are you just being polite?”

“I really want to know.”

Mom shrugged and said, “OK.” She set her work aside and took a sip of coffee from a mug that featured the seal of the Primero’s office. She put the mug back down and said, “It’s like playing chess against an opponent who has different pieces than you do. Governor Rogers has moves she can make, and I have moves that I can make, but they’re not the same.

“She’s trying to lock up a permanent base of power for herself, and she’s doing it by intimidating anyone who stands in her way. I don’t think she’s had anyone killed so far, but I’ve gotten a lot of reports lately about people who are against her being roughed up, and of businesses and homes being burned down. She seems to have built a personal force of rough characters who are loyal to her and who are willing to play dirty.”

“So…what are you going to do about it?”

“That’s tricky. I’m not like a leader on old Earth who can just send in the army or federal officers or something like that. I couldn’t get boots on the ground on Hansen’s World from even their closest planetary neighbors for about twenty years, and I need to solve the problem in a lot less time than that. So I can’t just send Wyatt Earp in with a badge and a six-shooter to clear the bandits and rustlers out of the frontier boomtown.”

I smiled at the reference. The painting in the 84’s reading room is of cowboys roping cattle before a storm rolls in. I’ve loved that painting since I was little, and I’ve always loved stories about the early days of the American West.

I asked, “Can’t you just cut off the Governor’s money? Doesn’t the Bank control almost all of the money?”

“I mean, yes, we could turn off all of her Void Chips, but that’s Thirty Families stuff. Your grandfather built the Bank to make sure that everyone would be able to get EXTs, and so that the “turn the digital money on / turn the digital money off” nonsense would stop. So, no, I won’t cut off Governor Rogers’ Void Chips.

“What I’m working on is trying to figure out what kinds of off-planet things the people with influence on Hansen’s World will be angry if they can’t get anymore. Luxury goods, and cutting edge tech that can only be made in conditions they don’t have on their world, and things like that. I can order Galactic Express to halt shipments to Hansen’s World, and my cabinet and I are hoping that will be part of the solution. We’ll see. But,” Mom said as she looked at a digital clock on the wall, “it’s way past time I packed it in for today. I need to start taking better care of myself.” She looked at me awkwardly after she said that last part.

“Um…you do?” I asked. If she wasn’t well somehow, it was news to me. I got kind of worried for a second.

She rolled her eyes, and then said, “It’s nothing like that.” When I didn’t say anything, she added, “We were going to tell you soon anyway. I’m pregnant.”

“Oh!”

“Yeah,” she smiled and put a hand over her stomach. “You’ll have a sister in about six months.”

“Wow…” I said. Taurus and Ursa had a toddler, and Aries and Aquarius had twin girls, so I hadn’t been the only kid on the Potato for a couple of years at that point. It looked like I wouldn’t be the only kid in my own house for long, either. “That’s great, Mom.”

“We’re going to call her Aquila.”

“Aquila,” I said slowly, testing the name out. “I like it.”

Mom nodded. “So I’m going to start delegating the all-nighters to somebody else.”

“OK by me,” I said.

She stood up and asked, “Is Dad still on the ship?”

I nodded. “He’s asleep up in the observation room.”

Mom said, “I’ll bet he was watching He-Man up there.”

“Naw, he was watching fights with Grandpa. They’re both asleep on the couch, actually.”

Mom laughed and she tidied up her desk for a minute, then said, “Let’s wake up Dad and get him home.”

We went upstairs. Mom patted Dad on his cheek a few times and whispered, “Orion.” He opened his eyes, blinked a few times, and yawned. He stood up slowly and put on a casual expression.

Dad’s funny when he first wakes up. His instinct is to try to act normal, but the truth is, he’s not really awake for a few minutes. He’ll just nod and say, “Oh, uh, huh,” in response to just about anything until his brain boots up. I decided to wait until we got home to tell him I thought it was exciting about the baby.

Mom gently took the popcorn bowl from Grandpa John’s hands. She got a blanket from a shelf at the side of the room, unfolded it, and put it over him. “Goodnight, Daddy,” she whispered.

Grandpa John’s eyes stayed closed, but he smacked his lips and murmured, “Bet on whoever you want, Al,” and then rolled to the side a little bit and settled deeper into the couch.

Mom looked at him and smiled for a few seconds, and then said, “Let’s go home, Orion.”

Dad nodded and said, “Oh, uh, huh.” Mom took hold of his hand and led him out of the observation room, and I followed along behind.


Chapter 4

After Aquila was born, I settled in and started a stretch of 25 years in which nothing major changed in my day-to-day life. My mind changed. I was always learning, first in Grandpa John’s school, and then as a university and graduate student taking advanced courses on physics and astronomy and engineering and mathematics and materials science on the nets.

After I’d earned a few degrees, I kept on with one of the universities as a research scholar. I may have been a hundred light years from its campus, but it was good to have regular colleagues and a go to place for publishing papers on what I learned doing my experiments on the Potato.

I never did work full time for the Bank. I continued to do odd jobs for it here and there, but Grandpa John asked me one day if I wouldn’t be happier just working on my science stuff, and he encouraged me to do so. “The Bank is for us, we’re not for the Bank,” he said with a wink.

The specific thing that drove me was a goal I never talked about with anyone. I wanted to figure out how to get us back to civilization. I always thought I could do it, at least eventually.

After I had a foundation in every discipline I thought I might need to apply, I turned my attention to fringe ideas on wormholes and warp drives and teleportation – if it’s something that comes up in Star Trek, I investigated it.

None of it worked out, at least not then, but I kept at it. Grandpa John’s reaction to my unlocking Al’s directives menu when I was seven had a powerful influence on me.

Back then, Grandpa had the thought that if he gained the ability to order Al to manufacture propellant, he could get us all back to Earth. But there were practical problems with that; space is just too big to get people around without cryosleep, and we didn’t have enough rare Earth elements on the Potato to construct hibernation pods for everyone. So we couldn’t all get home on the 84 by any known method.

But I kept working on the problem. And I had some successes with other things while I did. I figured out how to fine tune the bots so that they could harvest more frozen water from the deeper craters on the Potato, and that helped Leo’s crops.

And I figured out how to make the quark batteries we depended on 20% more efficient, which extended their service life by more than a thousand years. So, if we never did get off the Potato we’d have power for a lot longer. And I improved the self-repair function on the smart plastic that made our domes, so on the off chance they sprung a leak, they’d be less likely to vent much of our air to space.

For most of the years Aquila was growing up, I did my experiments and wrote my papers out in a small personal quarters that I set up in the Flower Dome. I usually slept out there, but I still had dinner at home almost every night, and life was a little bit dull but peaceful.

When I was in my late 30s, Mom finished her last term as Primero, and Grandpa John said, “We don’t need an executive office anymore. Let’s convert the space back into a working lab. And so I moved my equipment and systems into the lab on the 84 and continued with my projects there.

I was working with Al one evening on measuring patterns created by photons that passed through a pair of slits. The light waves reinforced or cancelled each other out in patterns that some theorists argued amounted to evidence that there was more than a single universe, and I was trying to see if I could learn anything new when Gemini knocked on the lab’s doorframe.

I looked up from my experiment. “Gemini,” I said. I was a little bit surprised to see her. She was one of Aquila’s friends, but I didn’t interact with her too often. “What’s up?” I asked.

“When are you going to ask out my sister?”

I dropped my pencil. I think I can say without being cocky that I’m pretty good at solving for x, but I’m not as good at questions that don’t have an optimized solution, especially if they catch me off guard. I tried to buy five seconds of thinking time. “I’m sorry?” I asked.

Gemini tilted her head and didn’t repeat the question.

There are two Geminis. Back in the days when all the kids were still named for old Earth constellations, Aries and Aquarius named both of their twin girls Gemini, because that constellation was “the twins”.

The Gemini at my door was the sister with a face that was a little bit more angular, and who wore her hair shorter, and who was bolder.

I tried to make a sentence out of a collection of very short words, but it didn’t go very well. “I…um. Am I, ah…”

“She’s been mooning over you for a long time, and I can’t take it anymore, so it’s time for you to ask her out,” Gemini said.

“Oh.”

Here’s the thing: all of the girls on the asteroid were kids during most of the years Mom was Primero, and I had put them in a mental file marked “kids” that had become kind of crystallized. But by the evening Gemini stood in my doorway, the mental file was out of date.

Gemini and her sister were 27. I was 41, but EXTs made me 30 biologically, and there was absolutely no reason not to get involved with Gemini. Except that I was way out of practice with anything like romance.

“Wait. What do you mean out of practice?” someone might reasonably ask. “How can you be ‘out of practice’ with something that’s never come up in the first place?”

Well…to tell a secret that I don’t think anybody knows, when I was nineteen…I dated Andromeda for awhile.

And yes, she’s super aloof, and yes, she’s the same age as my parents, but, I mean, it’s just that, you know.

Andromeda’s hot.

There wasn’t ever any love there, I don’t think. The thing with Andromeda was always just a summer romance, and I knew that. It fizzled out after a few months, and we got back to our lives.

Anyway, after that, I hadn’t dated anyone until Gemini showed up at the lab. I said, “So, ah, do you think I should?”

Gemini rolled her eyes. “Al, help me out here. He’ll listen to you.”

“Insufficient data,” Al said.

Gemini frowned and said, “Look, Chips, I know you hear everything that happens around here, so tell him, and don’t give me any nonsense about directives violations.” The bolder Gemini is the only person I know who has any kind of nickname for Al. She only uses it when she’s frustrated with something he’s involved in, so I think in her mind it’s short for “chips for brains” or something, but I’m not really sure.

Al said, “I do not like to be called Chips.”

Gemini tilted her head the other way. “Then tell him. Chips.”

Al didn’t say anything for a few seconds, and then he said, “Her attention quotient towards you is .963, Percy.”

“I…don’t know what that means, Al.”

“By point of comparison her attention quotient towards Hercules is .361 and is even lower towards…”

“Al,” I interrupted. “In English.”

“She definitely likes you, Percy.”

“There, see?” Gemini said. “Thank you, Al.”

“You are welcome, Gemini.”

I felt ambushed. It was about to get worse.

My sister Aquila showed up in the doorway. She looked at me and said, “Mom wants to know if you’re coming home for dinner.”

Before I could answer, Gemini said, “That’s a no. He’s going to have Al make up food for a picnic and then go ask my sister to have dinner with him at the table by the dome’s main airlock.”

“Oh, great,” Aquila said. “So do you want to join us, then?”

“I’d be delighted,” Gemini said.

“Wait a minute!” I said more loudly than I intended. Gemini and Aquila looked at me, and I lowered my voice. “I haven’t decided to do that. Yet.”

Aquila shook her head. “Persius. It’s been decided.”

“Yep,” Gemini said.

“What do you mean? I haven’t decided anything.”

Al said, “They are correct, Percy. It has been decided.”

Aquila nodded, and to Gemini she said, “Are you ready to eat?”

“I’m starving,” she said. The two of them turned on their heels and left.

I let everything sink in for a second, and then I muttered, “Seems like I should get a say in something like this.”

Al said, “Bro.”

I looked up at the speaker in the ceiling nearest to me. “What do you mean, ‘Bro’? I’m involved in this.”

“Dude.”

I scrunched up my face. “What’s with the lingo, anyway?”

Al said, “I am using familiar terms to indicate that I am commiserating with you that sometimes we make our own choices in life, and sometimes life sweeps us along.”

“But it’s just that…”

“Homie. Old chap. Amigo.”

When Al stopped talking, I had to smile. “No ‘bestie’ on that list, Al?”

“Number One is my bestie.”

I started to laugh, and then I shook my head. “OK. Well then, if that’s how it is, let’s wrap up the experiment.” The beam of light shut off, and the monitor next to it went blank.

“There is food and a picnic basket waiting for you in the hub room,” Al said.

I closed my eyes. Everything was moving very fast. “And so, I load up the picnic basket.”

“Yes, Percy.”

“And go knock on her door.”

“Yes, Percy.”

“And then, what do I even say?”

“I would recommend saying, ‘Hello, Gemini.’”

“O…K.”

“Time to go.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” I felt my feet start to move, although I don’t remember ordering them to do so. I went to the hub room and loaded wrapped sandwiches and chips and strawberries and brownies into it. Two bottles of sparkling water and a thermos and two coffee cups emerged from the platform in the middle of the table, and I loaded them into the basket as well.

I left the 84 and walked across the park towards the personal quarters that the Geminis shared. Even though it was early evening, all of the blinds in windows I passed were pulled down, but they all seemed to have one slat at eye level that was kind of crooked. I had the overwhelming sense that I was being watched from every building under the dome, but I kept moving. “Don’t turn to the right hand or the left,” I said under my breath.

I got to her door and knocked. She opened it and said, “Hi, Persius.”

Gemini has always had softer eyes and softer hair than her twin sister, but she’d done something with her makeup and the way she styled her hair to make herself look almost angelic. Oh, God, she’s too pretty for me, I worried.

I’m not sure if I would have come up with anything to say on my own, but I didn’t have to. I remembered Al’s genius line, and I used that. “Hello, Gemini,” I said.

After a second, I added some kind of rambling invitation that I can’t really remember, and Gemini said she’d love to go on a picnic.

It was awkward for less than a minute. By the time we got to the old picnic table by the airlock, we were having an easy conversation. We sat there eating and talking and laughing for five hours.

Al and Aquila and the other Gemini were right. It had been decided.

Thank God.


Chapter 5

Interlude: Erom

Once upon a time in the early universe, there was a star. It was typical of its era in that it was made almost entirely of hydrogen and helium that had formed in the aftermath of the Big Bang. Because of its composition, it grew very large - to more than 100 times the size of the sun that would form in the Earth system where humans would get their start many billions of years later.

The star was like all of its contemporaries in that it wasn’t orbited by anything at all. The lack of heavier elements meant there were no rocky planets in the adolescent universe. There were no asteroids for the same reason.

The star didn’t have gas giants or even orbiting icebergs of frozen elemental hydrogen for neighbors, because the massive solar winds produced by the titanic early stars pushed away all of the matter they failed to capture themselves. And so the star passed the scant four million years of its existence alone.

When it neared the end of its life cycle, the outward pressure created by fusion at its core lessened, and the squeezing caused by gravity intensified. The increased tug of gravity made the star, which had passed its existence specializing in fusing two atoms of hydrogen into one atom of helium, able to crush larger atoms together. The star created enormous quantities of carbon, and then neon, and then oxygen, and then silicon, and eventually, iron.

And then, the star collapsed completely in less than a second, rebounded off of a core of iron, and exploded. It blasted the heavier elements - some of which it had formed earlier, and some new ones formed by a colossal shock wave - from which most interesting things are made in all directions with mind boggling velocity. The super dense inner core of the star stayed where it was, and what happened to it after the great explosion was a very borderline thing. If the core remnant had been even a little bit more massive, it would have collapsed into a black hole. But it wasn’t quite large enough for that, and so it became a neutron star. It was a crazy thing, eleven miles across yet more massive than Earth’s sun.

There was one somewhat unusual characteristic of the explosion that created the neutron star. It was just the tiniest bit asymmetrical. The small imperfection in the shape of the explosion had two effects.

First, the neutron star took on a ridiculous rate of spin. It rotated on its axis 1500 times every second, which is about as fast as a neutron star can go without shaking itself apart. A top going like that doesn’t spin quite forever, but it almost does.

And second, some of the material that made up the original star was blasted away in the supernova explosion relatively slowly compared to the rest. Much of it remained beholden to the neutron star’s gravity and stayed in the area. It began to orbit, and over long eons it organized itself into three great rings of dust. The rings eventually collected into three planets that paraded around the neutron star just like they would have if they had formed around a normal star.

The strange little solar system was unlike most in that it was dark. Neutron stars emit a bit of light, but they are very, very small compared to more conventional stars. Trying to spot one from an orbiting planet is something like trying to spot a lightning bug with the naked eye from miles away. And so, the surfaces of the three planets were illuminated mostly by distant starlight and by local phenomena like lightning and lava and fire.

The new solar system, though, was quite like others in that it had a region with enough heat to melt ice into water. The neutron star at its center didn’t make any new energy; its days of fusing elements were behind it. But that didn’t matter.

The sun in the Earth system burns through the ages at a temperature of about nine thousand degrees Celsius. It is very, very hot, but not even close to top of the scale in the universe.

The neutron star in the strange solar system, at its creation, reached a temperature of two million degrees. And something as hot as that takes a long time to cool off.

By the time the three planets formed, it was a more reasonable temperature, such that liquid water and the life that tends to be wherever liquid water is faced this situation:

On the rocky planet nearest to the neutron star, the porridge was too hot. On the gas giant planet lumbering along at a distance many times further than Pluto is from the sun, the porridge was too cold. But on the rocky planet in the middle, the porridge was just right.

There was a lot of life on that world. Almost all of it made use of bioluminescence. On a planet starved for visible light, it pays dividends to be able to make your own.

The resulting landscape was a fairyland that most humans would have found quite beautiful. The lakes and rivers and oceans were populated by endless creatures large and small that swam and danced in tiny spheres of light of every color. On the surface, blades of grass and leaves of every sort tended to be outlined with a pale glow of their own.

The People, as the dominant species named itself, were the most majestic of all. They were humanoid beings with bioluminescent hair on their heads which they grew long to frame and display their faces. Those of the People who had ancestors from their planet’s polar regions tended to have hair that glowed purple or blue. People descended from ancestors who lived closer to the equator sported hair that glowed orange or red. A few People whose ancestors hailed from a small archipelago that peeked above the waves in the southern ocean had hair of green or yellow.

By law, most of the People had to go about with their hair uncovered. Only nobles were allowed to own or wear hats of any sort, although robbers had been known to wear them from time to time, and a few outlaws went so far as to shave their heads altogether to enhance their ability to lurk and hide.

But about the noble People who were allowed to conceal their hair and move about unseen: almost all of them inherited the right along with various titles. The place a family held in society became more or less constant at about the time the People perfected life extension treatments. EXTs almost always have that effect on a species when they are developed, absent a strong and lasting commitment to democracy, and the People had no tradition of anything like that.

But there were a few exceptions. A handful of the People were able to pull themselves up by their own bootstraps and claw their way up the ladder, none more so than one named Erom.

The boy who would be king was born in the far northern latitudes into an average family, the third of five children. He sported a memorable head of blue hair that was already thick and brilliant by the time he was a year old. He passed his childhood unremarkably, and at the end of it, joined the military.

Four years later, he became Lieutenant Erom. A week after that, he became General Erom. A single day after that, despite his relatively tender years, he became Supreme Commander Erom.

He had two things going for him that, when they come up in combination, allow for a faster rise than almost anything else. He had unique insight, and he lived in a time in which it proved to be utterly irreplaceable.

Erom joined the military in an age when the People had mastered spaceflight and had established a thriving colony on a world in the solar system next door. The original colonists on the new planet were loyal to their home world, but eventually, new generations grew irritated and then outraged at sending taxes to a place they had never been.

The new world orbited a conventional sun, and the colony world had energy resources far superior to those available to the People on the home world. And so, after one particularly bitter exchange of diplomatic insults, they decided to attack.

When they arrived, the colonists battered their world of origin without mercy. They were undefeated in the first dozen battles of the war, and the king of the home world was on the cusp of offering unconditional surrender. But he decided to authorize one final desperate attack by a hundred space rated warbirds, one of which was piloted by Erom.

The battle high above the world initially went poorly for the king’s forces. The commanding officer of Erom’s squadron was shot down, and then the second-in-command, and then the next two in line. Leadership fell all the way to Erom. And that changed everything.

Erom, it turned out, was the only person on either side of the battle who actually understood how orbital combat worked. He intuited that virtually all of the formations and strategies and tactics that had been developed by air forces flying craft that had to operate in an atmosphere were worthless, and he invented an entirely new plan of attack by the seat of his pants.

It worked. His attacking forces wiped out a third of the invading fleet with very few additional casualties on his side, and they only failed to wipe out the entire invading fleet through a lack of ammunition.

Erom landed to a hero’s welcome, but he ignored it. With the king’s enthusiastic blessing, he oversaw the rearming of the remaining warbirds, returned to space the next day, and directed the destruction or capture of all remaining invaders.

When he returned from the second orbital battle, he took time to revel in the outpouring of adoration that came to him. He visited the palace and left with the most elaborate medals that had ever been fashioned on his world. He also left with the heart of the king’s daughter, a green haired beauty named Fen.

It was said that ten million People lined the streets on the day of Erom and Fen’s commitment ceremony a year later.

In this way, a boy from the sticks saved his people and came to take matrimonial vows with the most desirable bride on his world. Erom settled into a happy decade filled with an abundance of everything.

But one thing about meteoric rises. They tend to create instability, and trajectories that are difficult to maintain, and enemies most of all.


Chapter 6

About six months after we started dating, Gemini and I were engaged. Gem told me with a smile one day that she’d rather live in town than in the suburbs, and so my Dad and Aries and I moved my personal quarters from the flower dome to the main dome.

After it was set up again, I wanted to use the factory and upgrade a lot of things. A guy can live as a bachelor for a long time in surroundings that seem nice enough to him, but which he has to admit are pretty lousy when the prospect of living with a wife approaches.

The thing is, most guys are short on ideas about specific changes that might be made. I brought in my sister Aquila to help me with that.

“You only have one plate that isn’t chipped in here,” she said one day as she looked through my kitchen cabinets. “How do you only have one plate that isn’t chipped?”

“Um…” I said.

“Well, the first thing on the list for the factory is to make a new set of dishes. I’ll help you pick a pattern.”

“OK. Should I keep the dish that isn’t…”

“No.”

I wrote down “dishes”, and in tiny letters I wrote “HGP” next to that as a reminder to hide my good plate before Aquila could get rid of it.

Soon I had light fixtures on my list, and a lot of stuff for the bathroom.

Aquila looked over the posters and paintings and photos on my walls. “Most of this stuff has to come down,” she said. She earmarked two photos of me with Gemini and a pencil drawing that she’d made me as things that could stay, and then she took a measuring tape out of her pocket and started calling out dimensions.

“What are the measurements for?” I asked.

“Frames. You can’t have things on your walls without frames anymore.”

“Huh.” I nodded. I had seen frames around things on walls in other people’s houses.

Aquila and I had a few sessions like that. One day, she came over with an enormous cardboard box.

“What’s in there?” I asked.

“Throw pillows.” She started unloading the box and placing small colorful cushions on my couch and on both sides of my bed.

I squinted at them. I’m an efficiency guy, and the throw pillows seemed like obstacles to me. “What if you want to sit down?” I asked.

“You move them.”

“Oh.”

Aquila continued to place the throw pillows on every chair I owned. “Do I need quite so many of…”

“Do you want my help or not?”

“Yes,” I said.

Aquila continued until the box was empty. When she was finished, she looked around the quarters and said, “Well, it’s not completely embarrassing anymore. I’ve gotta run.” Before I could respond, she was out the door.

I went to my kitchen and poured a cup of coffee from a small pot on a hotplate. I took the mug to the living room and sat down to drink it.

After I moved a throw pillow.

About six months after the wedding, I came home from working in the lab with two plates of chicken and rice and a loaf of French bread I’d had Al make.

When I got inside, I saw that Gem was just getting done setting the table. “Hi, sweetheart,” she said.

I walked to the table and put the plates and the bread in the center and gave her a kiss. “Feeling better?” I asked.

“Much,” she said. “I just needed to sit down for awhile.” She’d gone home early from the Bank feeling queasy. She was about three months pregnant with Sagittarius, and she got nauseous every few days.

“Are you hungry?” She nodded, and I uncovered the plates and went to get the bread knife. I saw that her notebook was open on the island in the kitchen. “New poem?” I asked.

“It’s not ready yet,” she said.

Gemini has written at least a poem or two a week for as long as I’ve known her. These days, she has a collection called “Earth, Rediscovered” that’s a bestseller in the Realm and on some of the colony worlds, but back then I was one of the only people who ever saw her work.

But I only read them when she said it was OK. I understand keeping stuff under wraps until it’s just right. I have a reputation as someone who’s good with formulas and deductions, but for every new conjecture that turns out to be correct and proves to be useful, I come up with a hundred things that don’t pan out, and those ideas live quietly in my notebooks, unseen by anyone else.

I came back to the table and sliced and buttered the bread. “I talked to Grandpa John on my way out. He says he hopes you’re feeling better.”

“Always looking out for everyone. How’s he doing?” she asked.

“Well, after he talked about you, he mostly complained about losing more hair on the crown of his head. But in his gallows humor kind of way.”

“He could have Mercedes fix that for him.”

“Nope. He said he wants the ‘full aging experience’ and that’s all there is to it.” Grandpa John had been off of EXTs for about seventeen years at that point, and he was biologically in his early fifties.

“That does sound like him.” She took a bite of French bread, chewed it slowly, and then asked, “Any progress on getting him to change his mind?”

“About his hair?”

“About the whole thing with him aging.”

“Ah. No. All he’ll say is, ‘Percy, if I ever feel like it’s more likely than not we’ll get back to civilization one day, I’ll start taking EXTs again right away. Until then, I’m staying the course.’ That’s it.”

Gemini nodded and then smiled. “Well, if we’re ever going to get him back to human space, you’re just the man to do it.”

I’d let Gemini in on my secret pursuit, of course. I smiled at her to show I appreciated the vote of confidence, but in truth, all I had were dead ends. And that’s all I would have for almost eleven more years.

Not that it was a bad stretch of time. To the contrary, it was among the best of my life. Sagittarius was born, and if there’s anything that makes a guy feel like he’s in the right place in life more than having a happy wife and a healthy newborn, I’m not aware of it.

Our lives centered around the boy, and you’ve never seen a livelier kid with more energy and more things to say. I still did a fair amount of my research, and Gem still worked a fair number of hours at the bank and wrote her poetry, but we spent most of our other hours watching Sagittarius grow and answering his questions. I made zero progress on my project to figure out how to get us out of the Void.

And then I figured it out all at once with a single equation that caught lightning in a bottle.

Grandma Annabelle and Aunt Cassiopeia showing up out of nowhere wasn’t the key thing. That seemed an almost impossible development, but mostly because of the sheer surprise that they’d been able to acquire a Valkyrie and trail along behind Grandpa John for 223 million years.

But they travelled through normal space using known technology and techniques. Their arrival added two beloved refugees; it didn’t do anything to directly increase our chances of getting everyone out of the Void.

Even the strange jump that they experienced didn’t seem like it would help. It was a more than interesting phenomenon. I planned to do a lot of experiments and eventually publish my findings, but I didn’t see any particular application for it. Not at first.

But then I woke up in the wee hours with a new idea somewhat in focus. We planned to send comm drones out to the Center of the Void the next day, and I needed to math something.

I knew I’d need to talk to Al, and I didn’t want to wake anyone up at my house or on the 84, so I grabbed a pair of shoes and walked over to the school. When I got inside, I said, “Al, call up the formula for the 198’s jump and the graph we started earlier.”

Al’s voice came through the speakers at the top of the main room in the school. “Yes, Percy.” Al divided the vid monitor I sat behind into two cells and displayed the simple items side-by-side.

“Kay. Now on the graph, gimme a data point at a hundred million…no, wait, shade in a region…” It took me longer than usual to figure out what I wanted to ask Al to do. Middle of the night brainstorming is like that for me. I’m more creative than usual at three in the morning, but I need extra time to put ideas into a specific form.

I figured out what I wanted to say. “Shade in a region on the graph where something can jump more than 100 light years, and where it takes less than 100 years for the jump to happen.” Al obliged me, and a light gray region that looked like a melty, funhouse, upside down triangle appeared.

“Alright, now, add a secondary scale for mass on the x-axis and plot me a vertical line for the weight of a comm drone and a point for the mass of the 84 and how long it took Grandma Annabelle to jump. Make them light blue.” The new items appeared.

“Alright.” I rubbed my face for a moment. “What’s the mass of the Potato?”

“Approximately 77.3 billion kilograms, Percy.”

“Alright. Last thing. If we assume that our formula is right, shade a new region of times and distances in the lower left for how far the comm drone jumps and how long it would take from the time we placed the drone at the Center of the Void that would get something with a mass of 77.3 billion kilograms into the shaded area we made in the first place.”

I fully expected for Al to report that there was no combination of comm drone time and distance that would do that. But instead, a new shaded region that looked like another funhouse triangle appeared.

I stared at the little region, blinked, and stared some more. “Ho-Lee-Moly,” I whispered. I picked a point in the new shaded region at random. “So, Al, if we can jump a comm drone more than half a meter in less than five seconds, then the formula spits out a distance…”

Al said, “That will place the Potato back in human space in less than 25 years. Yes, Percy.”

And just like that, I had my first potentially workable idea for how we might be able to leave the Void.

“Human creativity is interesting,” Al said. “I would not have thought of that. Well done.”

“Thanks, Al,” I said. “I wonder if it might actually work.”

When we tested a comm drone at the Center of the Void, it jumped .78 meters in about four seconds, and when we plugged that into our formula, it told us that we could jump the Potato in a little more than seven years if we could maneuver it to the Center. I couldn’t believe it.

But the experimentalist in me needed more data before I was comfortable recommending to Grandpa John and everyone else that we actually go about turning the Potato around and setting it up for a jump. And so Cassie, Leo, and I headed out in a partially unloaded 198 to learn more about the strange new phenomenon.

We discovered a great deal about jumping on that trip, but the thing I’ve never told anybody about, not even Gemini, is the full story of what I experienced during my first visit to the in between place.


Chapter 7

More specifically, I’ve never told anyone what happened from my point of view when Aunt Cassie, Leo, and I emerged from the in between place.

I’ve talked to a lot of people over the years about some parts of my experience from the time we passed through the singularity at the center of the black hole (the “top of the hourglass”, as I’ve called it) and the time we returned to normal space (the “bottom of the hourglass”). I named the region of strings and hats and pixelly foam as I did because it was in between those two places.

On my first trip to that region, I first saw the shimmering strings, and I learned that I could move my consciousness around even though everything else seemed frozen to me. I also learned I could communicate with others in a delayed, ghostly kind of sharing of thoughts. I said to Aunt Cassie, “We won’t be in between for long,” and she told me later that she’d heard me.

I’ve had the same kind of experience every time I’ve been to the in between place, and so has everyone else who has been there. But what happened when we emerged the first time was unique, and I haven’t ever experienced anything even remotely similar.

When we got back to normal space, Aunt Cassie and I were in the open hibernation pods on the 198, and Pete was having some kind of digital heat stroke. Leo was unconscious and clinging to life in the central room with his hand fused to a joystick he’d used to manually navigate us into the singularity that allowed us to get from the black hole back to normal space.

What everybody thinks happened has four major pieces:

Part 1: The 198 survived the rough transit back to normal space, and we successfully got Pete to reboot.

Part 2: I got an emergency amputation bracelet from the lab, and we used it to successfully sever the joystick that was fused to Leo’s hand and preventing us from moving him to the medical room.

Part 3: Aunt Cassie and I got Leo to the medical room before he died, Cassie had her blood directly transferred to him, and he stabilized.

Part 4: We had enough portable modules of air for our spacesuits to allow us to survive until we got back to the Potato even though the 198 didn’t have any breathable air aboard by the time we returned to normal space.

And all that stuff did happen. Leo made it. The ship survived, Pete rebooted, and we all got home.

But those weren’t the only things that happened. When we emerged back into normal space…

A part of one of the Valkyrie-198’s engines melted in the extreme heat inside the black hole, and upon returning to normal space, it exploded and killed all of us aboard, and…

Pete never returned to his normal self, and he manipulated the local gravity field in unpredictable pulses that eventually formed in the medical room and crushed my abdomen and left me to die gasping, and…

I was too weak to get out of the hibernation pod and help save Leo, and…

I got out of the pod, but I fell in the hallway to the central room, hit my spacesuit’s faceplate on a handrail, opened a hairline crack in it, and died when my helmet was opened to the vacuum inside the depressurized ship and the nitrogen in my blood boiled, and…

I got to Leo, I didn’t remember that we had an emergency amputation bracelet, and we couldn’t free him from his Pilot’s station in time, and…

I remembered the bracelet, but I couldn’t find it in the lab, and…

I found the bracelet, but its quark batteries were dead, and…

I got the bracelet to Leo, but we used it to amputate his hand and not the joystick his hand was fused to, and despite a foam that was supposed to contain further blood loss, he bled out before we could get him to the medical room, and…

We tried to use the bracelet to cut through the joystick, but the blades shattered and we never freed Leo, and…

We got Leo to the medical room, but the medical AI had overheated and was no longer functional, and…

Aunt Cassie started screaming when the medical AI reported that all synthetic blood supplies were corrupted, and she never thought to give Leo her own blood, and…

The medical AI took too much of Aunt Cassie’s blood, and she didn’t survive the transfusion, and…

The medical AI didn’t hit one of Leo’s veins when attempting the transfusion, and neither Aunt Cassie nor Leo survived, and…

We revived Leo, but some of the oxygen cannisters we were counting on weren’t useable, and only two of us had enough air to survive, and…

Only one of us had enough air to survive, and…

None of us had enough air to survive, and…

We had enough air cannisters, but Pete’s reboot did not restore his reason, and he declared a Crisis Protocol Five and destroyed the ship over our desperate screaming protests.

Many, many more things happened as well. The ones I’ve listed above are just the ones I can remember the most clearly, but there are hundreds of others that I only have a sense of, like a dream from two nights ago. Or maybe it’s thousands of others, or millions, or more.

When we emerged from the in between place back into normal space that first time, I was Schrodinger’s Cat, both dead and alive. I existed in a state where everything was possible and nothing had been decided, and different parts of me experienced parallel versions of what might come to pass.

Almost all of them were bad. If there were any paths that led to all three of us surviving other than the one that actually happened, I can’t remember them. One or all of us died more times than I can even estimate.

If all of the bad things had happened one after the next, I imagine my brain would have shut down after awhile and never returned to normal. But everything happened at the same time, and that made me able to take the punch and continue to function, somehow.

At some point, the blurring started to diminish, and I only seemed to be experiencing a lot of things at once and not everything at once. Eventually, at around the time Aunt Cassie fell asleep while she was still giving blood to Leo, the things I perceived collapsed into a single experience, and my world has stayed like that ever since.

So why haven’t I ever talked about any of that with anyone? In part, it’s because of the Loch Ness Monster. I love that old legend. Grandpa John and Grandma Annabelle went to see if they could catch a glimpse of old Nessie on a vacation way back when during a break in presidential campaigning. They didn’t spot anything unusual at the loch, but they apparently had a perfect extended weekend otherwise, and I borrow some of what they told me about their trip for a hypothetical.

Let’s say that before the Kinetic War, you hop a flight to London, eat lunch at a restaurant on the banks of the Thames, and board a train that takes you through York and then Newcastle and then further north. The landscape is striking the whole way, but once you get over the border into Scotland, and especially once you get beyond Edinburgh, the nature of the natural beauty that glides by beyond your oversized window changes. Lush greens and brilliant wildflowers in endless meadows are replaced by low hills that are sometimes covered by muted greens and browns and which sometimes show their gray bones.

When you arrive at your bed and breakfast in Inverness, you check in and sleep off your jetlag for fourteen hours.

When you awaken, you have a hearty breakfast with sausage and bacon and endless points of toast smeared with a rich jam that may not literally be made by elves, but which they just don’t sell in America.

You order up a thermos of coffee to go, send a request through your eLense for a self-driving taxi, and when it arrives, you head up to an isolated spot at the edge of Loch Ness. You have a seat on a blanket, sip coffee, and wait.

And you spot the Loch Ness Monster. Just as you take a sip of coffee, you hear a splash, and a large, Ichthyosaurus-looking head begins to rise out of the water atop a long, curved neck not thirty yards from where you sit. You spit out your sip of coffee in a fan of tiny brown droplets, and the sound of it causes the Loch Ness Monster to turn its head in your direction and examine you for a moment before the neck and the head slowly sink out of sight and disappear without a trace.

Now, when you get back home, do you tell your friends?

If you’re smart, you do not. You bury your sighting deep, and take it out to examine in the privacy of your own mind now and again, but you don’t tell a soul. If you do, your more charitable friends will think you saw a trick of the light, your less charitable friends will think that you have developed a new drug habit, and your least charitable friends will think that you have become a full on crackpot. The fact that you actually did see the Monster is completely irrelevant.

What if you have the whole thing on video? Then you will be deemed a crackpot who has mad skills creating phony vid clips.

No, the only way to win is to say nothing. Super weird stuff is not widely believed unless other reliable people have seen it, and sometimes not even then.

Experimentalists know that better than anyone. There are countless discoveries that pass muster with every part of the scientific method except that they cannot be repeated.

For example, the search for extraterrestrial intelligence with radio telescopes got underway in a humble backyard in Illinois in 1937, and it spread far and wide by the 1970s. I’ve read an account from a reasonably reliable source that by the year 2000, there had been no fewer than six different signals received from deep space that almost certainly didn’t have any natural origin. Six!

But did the net sites of the day – or actually, it would have been newspapers back then – did newspapers announce that we weren’t alone in the universe? They did not. None of the six signals could be spotted again and confirmed by others, and so humanity went about its business all the way to the Kinetic War with most people thinking there wasn’t any intelligent life beyond Earth and never had been.

And then there was the unoctquadium. There were different teams of scientists using particle accelerators to try to extend the periodic table by making unbiunium, which is element 121. At the time, the heaviest element that had been created in a lab for a tiny fraction of a second before it decayed was unbinilium, which is element 120.

But instead of creating unbiunium, and almost certainly by accident, a team of one physicist and two graduate students managed to create unoctquadium for a fraction of a second, and that has an atomic number of 184. They leapfrogged the discovery of 63 elements, which should have been impossible.

I’ve seen their findings. Rebecca’s collection on the Valkyrie-198 includes everything the Thirty Families had in their private archives, and I’ve read the report. It has consistent data, and I think it’s more likely than not that they actually did create unoctquadium.

But they couldn’t do it a second time, and they never sent their findings to a peer reviewed journal. It was too weird to be believed, the preposterous elephant of an atomic nucleus they created. They would have been laughed out of the profession if they had revealed their findings faster than a baseball scout who swore he’d discovered a young pitcher in an isolated mountain town who had a three hundred mile an hour fastball.

I don’t know why I had my strange, one-off experience.

It was the only time I travelled from the top of the hourglass back to normal space, so maybe that’s it. I’ve been in the in between place lots of times, but never in the interior of a black hole since that first trip.

I was also critically overheated during that transit, so maybe my mind was in a strange survival mode that you can’t get to unless you’re in extreme distress.

Whatever the explanation is, I’m keeping it to myself unless I experience it again.

But it did actually happen.


Chapter 8

Gemini and I raised Sagittarius on the Potato. In due course, he grew up and married the girl who had been his best friend for years, and they had Jack. Sagittarius and Drommy have had a lot of kids over the years, but Jack has always been my favorite among them.

Jack was 12 when we got to the Lemon Tree Moon, and he was 25 when he figured out how we could use the in between place to short cut all the way back to Earth.

Eventually, he became King Harold’s Maestro, which is a job that requires advising the crown on all manner of technological and societal issues. I have no official role with the government of the Realm, but Jack often consults with me and involves me in his projects.

The big things he and I worked on for the years leading up to the difficulties with Erom were the construction of the railroads and the creation of the new factory district up near the badlands. King Harold prioritized creating transportation and manufacturing infrastructure in his quest to get his medieval society leveled up to a more modern age, but he left many of the details to Jack.

Those were good days. I liked the scope of the work, and it was always good to have an excuse to collaborate on something with my grandson.

One day, I was at work in my research center in the Merchant’s Quarter when I heard a knock on my open front door. I looked up and saw Jack and his best friend Banner, who is technically my cousin but who calls me Uncle Percy.

“Gentlemen,” I said. I walked over to them, and I noticed that Jack had a golden spike in his hand. “You’ve come to murder me with an expensive dagger, I see.”

“Naw, it’s the last golden railroad spike. King Harold’s getting sick of driving them in, and he said we can place this one.”

We had four railroad lines running out from the City, and three of them were already open. The suitcase bots that laid all of the track had started at the ends and met in the middle with all of them, and just like the Americans who had built the first transcontinental railroad centuries before the Kinetic War, King Harold set up events to drive in a ceremonial final spike.

The king seemed to enjoy his speeches at which he declared a new age of easy access to the Borderlands, and the Settlement, and the Ozark District where the first three railroads ran. But the last line was mostly going to transport stuff and not people, and I understood that he had more pressing things to do.

I smiled, though. Driving in a golden spike and officially opening a railroad line sounded fun, even if no one else would see us do it. “Count me in,” I said. “Gimme two minutes.”

After I tidied up what I had been working on, we left my building and I locked it up. “Are we taking the horses to one of the ships?” I asked.

“Not today,” Banner said. He had one of the Jeeps we’d built from the kits in the 85’s cargo hold parked around the side of the research center. It was the blue one.

We got in and made the short drive to the place about ten minutes west of the City where we usually parked at least one of the Valkyries. We tried to keep a ship there and at least one out at the Settlement at all times in case we needed to get around faster than trains or horses or Jeeps could manage.

That day, the 85 was waiting for us near the City. When we were about a mile away from it, Banner said, “85 finally picked out a name for himself.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked. Al and Pete and Floyd had all adopted human names soon after meeting us, but 85 had been going by his number for years. “What’d he pick?”

“Lenny.”

“Lenny?”

“Yep. Lenny.”

“I can see that, I guess,” I said.

Banner parked the Jeep by the stairs to the airlock, and we climbed up into the ship. When we got to the central room, I asked, “How’s life treating you, Lenny?”

As soon as I said that, I was lifted about six inches off the ground, and no matter how I shifted my weight and stretched out my legs, I couldn’t get a foot down. Jack and Banner were similarly levitating in a manipulated local gravity field.

“I have asked not to be called Lenny,” 85 said in his slightly robotty voice.

“Oh,” I said.

“Did someone tell you to call me Lenny, Persius?” 85 asked.

“Um…” I said. I hate to rat a guy out.

“I will not return anyone to ground level until I am answered.” We floated there in the central room. It didn’t hurt or anything, but it was just…awkward.

After a few seconds, Banner said, “85, I’m not gonna lie. It was Jack.”

“What?!” Jack pointed at Banner and said, “That’s 1000% crap and he knows it, 85.”

The command AI said, “Banner Dawson’s biomarkers indicate deception. He must pay the consequences.”

The three of us were floating in a loose triangle, and I mostly had a side view of both Jack and Banner. I saw part of the waistband of Banner’s white underwear emerge from the back of his pants and rise up about a foot.

“Whaaa!!” Banner said while he grimaced and shut one eye halfway and opened the other fully. “Cut it out, 85!”

“Halting a redline one wedgie requires the authorization of the Captain.”

“Jack!” Banner shouted. Actually, it was more of a loud squeak than a shout.

Jack shook his head slowly. “You shouldn’t have tried to pin this on me, Dawson.”

Through gritted teeth, Banner said, “I hate you so much, sometimes.”

We began to drift slowly to the ground, and the upward tension on Banner’s waistband lessened. 85 said, “If you or anyone acting at your prompting calls me Lenny again, I will execute a redline two wedgie.”

Banner exhaled loudly and said, “OK.” And then, with more dignity than you’d think somebody could muster in a circumstance like that, he left the central room and headed down the hall to the main bathroom.

“So…” I said. “How’s life treating you, 85?”

“Very well, thank you, Persius. Where are we headed today?”

Jack said, “Center of the northern line, 85. It’s up to us to drive in the last spike.”

“Excellent, Captain.”

When Banner came back a minute later, no part of his underwear was visible.

Soon, we were in the air, and less than ten minutes after that we touched down near the middle of the railroad. We disembarked from the crew section of the ship, reentered through the small door to the cargo hold, and found a sledgehammer down there.

When we got out to the new tracks, there was indeed a single gap that awaited a single spike. Jack knelt by it and placed the golden spike upside down and said, “All you, Banner.”

“Awesome,” Banner said.

That’s one of the things I like best about the two of them. They argue, and they insult each other, and they gamble with each other and play to win when they do. But when it’s over they go back to being pals like nothing ever happened.

Banner looked at the railroad. “So…do I have to say something? I don’t really have a speech.”

Jack rubbed his chin. “Seems like you ought to say something.”

“Yeah…” Banner said. After looking around in a few directions, he said, “Go.” He added, “Go, railroad,” a few seconds later and hit the spike and drove it a quarter of the way into the ground.

Jack started laughing. “Go, go railroad?”

Banner hit the spike again and said, “What?”

The spike was deep enough to hold itself up, and Jack rolled back into the dust and started laughing harder. Banner was laughing too by the time he got the spike driven in the rest of the way. “Go-go railroad,” he said again. Jack got up, and the two of them walked back towards the ship.

“Hey Uncle Percy,” Banner called over his shoulder.

“Yeah?”

“Isn’t the mountain with the old American presidents carved into it around here somewhere?”

“Yep. Do you guys want to see it?”

“Absolutely!” Jack said.

The railroad we had just completed followed a path that had allowed the suitcase bots to work on land that was as flat and treeless as possible. The midway point where we were was in what used to be the northeastern corner of Nebraska, and it went on to curve to the west around Sioux Falls Crater and ended at our new factory lands on the banks of the Missouri River up in old South Dakota. About 100 miles west of that was Mt. Rushmore. I’d actually never seen it either.

It didn’t take long to get there by Valkyrie, and we were soon outside again and looking up at the amazing sculpture that probably looked the same as it had since before the Kinetic War.

I looked at the five giant faces and said, “Jones is on the right. Can the two of you name the other four?”

Jack said, “The third one is Roosevelt for sure. I lost that bet on him.”

I smiled at the memory of Banner’s sister hustling Jack with ancient trivia on the Lemon Tree Moon when we were all much younger.

Banner said, “The first guy has to be Washington, and I’m pretty sure the second guy is Jefferson. Squeak always wants to play chess for nickels, and that guy’s on the nickels.”

“Yeah,” Jack said.

“Three for four,” I said.

They couldn’t get the fourth president in the line. “Give us a hint,” Banner said.

“He was really honest.”

They huddled together and discussed. “Like admitted he chopped down a cherry tree honest, or…”

“No. Wrong legend. He’s the guy who lived in a log cabin.”

Jack and Banner huddled again and muttered to each other. I caught a phrase here and there. “Log cabin, log cabin…Franklin? No…did he lose a duel one time?...I dunno…”

When their discussion ended, I said, “Got an answer?”

“Kennedy,” they said at the same time with unwarranted confidence.

I smiled. “Lincoln.”

“Lincoln! / Dang it!” Jack and Banner said, respectively.

We hung around another ten minutes or so. When we left the mountain and got back to the area west of the City, the 84 was parked there, and 85 landed next to it. I asked, “Hey, 85, is Grandpa John aboard?”

“John Dawson and Annabelle Dawson are aboard the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84.”

I looked at Jack and Banner. “Do you guys want to visit them?”

“Can’t,” Banner said. “Alexis needs me back at the House of the Valkyries.”

“I can’t either,” Jack said. “Can you get back OK if we take the Jeep?”

“Yep. It was fun, fellas.” I shook their hands, and they left the 85 before I did.

I pinged the 84 and got my grandfather on a comm link. There was something I thought he might enjoy.

After transferring ships and taking a short flight back to Mt. Rushmore on the 84, I sat between my grandparents on the couch in the observation room and looked out through the dome.

Grandpa John said, “And you’re sure it won’t mess up the others, Al?”

“There is a fracture in the granite, Number One. It will shear right off.”

“OK, then light him up!”

We’d installed two laser cannon under Al’s wings for the mission that ended up rescuing the 85, and we’d never uninstalled them. I heard the unique hum they make when they’re getting ready to fire, and after a moment, rapid pulses of light hit an area on Mt. Rushmore between Lincoln and Jones and made a rapid repeating noise that sounded like “Pew-pew-pew-pew-pew-pew-pew-pew.” When the sound and the light stopped, nothing happened.

“Al?” Grandpa John asked.

“Just wait, Number One.”

After a few more seconds, the enormous stone version of President Jones’ face started to fall forward. It looked like slow motion, but I think that was only because it was so large. I heard Grandma Annabelle gasp.

It came away in one clean piece, and the likeness of the man who’d sent my grandfather to the Void and put my grandmother in jail for 83 years executed what has to be the biggest faceplant in history and broke into a million pieces at the base of the mountain.

After a moment, Grandpa John started giggling and said, “That’s way more satisfying than it should be.”

Grandma Annabelle said, “I’m usually against this kind of thing, but…that was ab-so-lute-ly delightful.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Al said.


Chapter 9

Interlude: Erom

Erom loved Fen. He found her precise mannerisms and turns of phrase and formal demeanor charming, and he delighted in coaxing her to cut loose from her royal upbringing. Getting genuine laughter from someone raised to be demure at all times was a challenge, and always hard earned, and Erom came to like it better than any other sound.

Fen’s beauty drove Erom wild. Her hair changed over the first years of their marriage from the Kelly green of a very young adult to the perfect emerald green of a more mature adult, and she became so lovely to Erom that he often felt he must be dreaming when he looked upon her.

For her part, Fen loved Erom’s casual good nature and his quick wit. She had been surrounded by precise and proper behavior all her life, and before she met Erom, she often felt like she lived in a diplomatic meeting that never ended. She was as happy with her hero as he was with her.

Things were well set up for a long era of prosperity. The king of the home world and the governor-regent of the colony world made peace and agreed to a system of taxes and trade designed to foster stability above all else.

The king spoke privately to his daughter and Erom of his plans to reign for another twenty years or so, abdicate the throne, and hand power over to them. He knew they were loved by the People, and that they were the future. He saw no reason to hold onto power for thousands of years, even though life extension treatments would allow him to do so.

But then, everything changed.

There is an old fable that begins with a blacksmith who finds himself one nail short. The nail-poor blacksmith cannot secure a horseshoe quite properly, and that leads to a horse throwing the shoe and stumbling in battle, and to the death of a key warrior, a devastating rout, and the eventual loss of a kingdom.

The People’s future was altered dramatically, and not for the better, for want of a single keystroke.

An orange haired Person named Rix who worked in human resources at the palace should have entered the keystroke, but he was too distracted. He suspected that his significant other was having an affair with a purple haired assistant to the chief of the royal treasury. For the record, his suspicions were correct.

The never-entered keystroke would have directed an AI to fully vet a late applicant for an open position in the royal kitchens. The AI would have spotted right away that the applicant was the son of a man whose father had served in the colony world’s military, had participated in the attack on the home world, and had been killed in Erom’s second attack on the invading forces. But the AI never took a look at the man’s resume, and Rix passed it along unexamined.

The late applicant was hired. He spent five years blending in and being as pleasant as you please to anyone and everyone as he moved up to positions that placed him in closer proximity to the royal family. He waited patiently, picked a time when he was unsupervised and unobserved, and dumped a small vial of polonium into an urn filled with a steaming beverage headed to Erom’s chambers.

But the prince didn’t drink from the urn. Fen did that. And once you’ve consumed a dose of polonium, even if you live in a society with highly advanced technology, you’ve pretty much had it. You’re going to die, and it won’t be quick or pretty.

Fen held on for twenty days. Her hair turned a sickly shade of green, and then stopped glowing, and then fell out. Her biological systems shut down one by one.

She was very devout, and she had Erom sit at her bedside and read to her from the People’s holy book. She took comfort in the old scriptures.

Her last words to Erom were, “I’ll see you at the End, my love.” The religious among the People had faith in a deity and an afterlife not outside of space and time, but at the most distant end of the universe. They believed that upon death, their spirits went “as far as they could go”, and then entered a condition of eternal peace.

When she passed, Erom spent seven days mourning. And then he got very busy.

They discovered who had slipped the polonium into the urn, and Erom started by getting the military to round up every one of the People with close relatives who had served in the colony world’s military. He had all of them slaughtered along with the steward who committed the crime. Erom told the king that they were being sent to loyalty camps. It was a lie backed up by no evidence, but after his daughter’s murder the king didn’t really care about anything anymore, and he didn’t investigate reports of widespread murder in his name too closely.

After that, Erom took his planet’s entire fleet to the colony world. He left the home world defenseless, but that worried him not at all. After two years of pulling hard g-forces, the fleet arrived at its destination.

Erom’s flagship carried a new type of weapon that had been developed in the aftermath of the attack on the home world that he had thwarted. The command vessel carried two dozen neutron bombs, and each would have made humans’ nuclear weapons look like firecrackers.

Without preamble, Erom dropped one of the neutron bombs on the colony world’s third largest city. He then informed all surviving colonists that they worked for him, and that they would remit 50% of any gains generated by their labor to him at the end of each month.

One of the governors questioned the feasibility of such an arrangement. His question was expressed politely and respectfully. Erom responded by dropping a second neutron bomb on the governor’s city.

After that, there were no more questions.

In this way, a boy from the sticks who had risen to power as a great defender was changed by grief into a merciless attacker.

After enslaving the colony world, Erom took much of the fleet back home and enslaved his home world as well. Over the next several centuries, he established many new colony worlds, and he dominated them all. Most of the People on all the worlds of the growing empire lived lives that were short on resources and freedoms, but Erom did accumulate a fortune rarely matched anywhere in the universe.

In his own mind, he needed the money. His thinking went something like this.

Erom had strong faith. He believed in the People’s deity, and in the scriptures in the holy book. He fully expected that Fen was in paradise at the end of the universe.

But Erom didn’t believe that he would be allowed into heaven. His faith prohibited killing People above all else, and although he had been defending his homeland, he killed many invaders during his rapid rise to prominence. He had killed a great many more People since. He expected that, at the end of his life, he would be found wanting by the deity and denied entry into the afterlife.

Erom came to believe that if he was ever to reunite with his lost love, he would have to get to paradise himself. His attitude was similar to that of a group of ancient men on Earth who lived in a city called Babel. And like those men, who thought they could reach heaven with a very tall skyscraper, Erom had a plan.

Long before the Kinetic War on Earth, before humans developed effective life extension treatments, or spaceflight, or even computers, there was radio. It was an early triumph of the age of electricity, and it soon allowed information to be sent out at low cost to the masses.

It started in November of 1920, when a small number of people in Pittsburgh listened on election night and heard a real time account of Warren G. Harding delivering an electoral college beat down to fellow Ohioan James Cox and taking the White House.

By 1927, radios were everywhere, and 20 million people listened to the Yankees sweep the World Series as Ruth and Gehrig and the rest of the Murderers Row batting order proved too mighty for the Pirates to handle.

Legendary radio stations emerged. WFAN in New York. KMOX in St. Louis. KSFO in San Francisco. They operated enormously powerful broadcast towers, and at night, their signals could be picked up from hundreds of miles away, and sometimes further.

They were a true wonder of a new era. Their blowtorch transmitters put out 50,000 watts, which is more than enough if you and your advertisers want a radio signal that can reach, say, from St. Louis to most of the rest of the Midwest. It is even enough if your goal is to produce a radio signal that can leave Earth and eventually reach nearby star systems with its information preserved in a useful form. But it is not nearly sufficient if you want to send information across the entire universe. To do that, you need a much, much stronger signal.

The old United States reached the absolute peak of its energy producing capabilities in the mid 23rd Century. When it topped out, America could generate 1,000,000,000,000,000 watts of power. But even that isn’t close to enough to create and broadcast a radio signal that won’t degrade into noise long before it gets to the end of the universe. You still need a billion times more power.

Even highly advanced civilizations have trouble generating that kind of energy, to say nothing of the astounding practical difficulties involved in being able to direct it to a single task.

But nature has a broadcast system that can send out a signal which can reach absolutely anywhere with its information intact. Rapidly rotating neutron stars can manage it. In point of fact, they manage it all the time; it is a fundamental ability of pulsars.

Most pulsars put out a dull signal. The information each generates might be recorded 1-0-1-0-1-0-1-0, and so on, if 1 represents “something” and 0 represents “nothing”.

But what if you want a pulsar to send a message that isn’t dull? What if you want it to broadcast specific and curated information? It’s just an engineering problem. With sufficient patience and resources, a system can be devised that can coax a pulsar to wobble just enough to send out a message of 1-1-0-1-0-0-0-1, or whatever you want.

It normally isn’t done, mostly because of economic realities. The laws of economics aren’t quite as immutable as the laws of physics, but they are nonetheless almost identical everywhere in the universe. And when it comes to converting a pulsar into a radio station, the costs are just silly.

But if you are willing to destroy a body like the tiny rocky planet orbiting between the People’s world and their neutron star and remake much of it into hardware over long centuries...and if you are willing to oppress an entire people for a very long time...and if you are willing to commit a sizeable portion of your empire’s money and brainpower to the task...and if you have an unassailable power base that will allow you to force the project through to completion despite rising levels of unrest from the population...then you can just barely pull it off.

The venture took thousands of years, and it was not without many obstacles, but in the end, Erom got what he wanted. Emperors generally do.


Part II - The Race and the Ribbon


Chapter 10

I climbed the ladder up to the airlock of the Valkyrie-84, and an old friend greeted me right away. As soon as my face came level with the airlock’s floor, the old friend started to lick it.

“Heya, Space Dog,” I said. I moved up a few more rungs and reversed myself so I could sit with the lower halves of my legs dangling and I scratched the Golden Retriever’s ears. I asked him “Who’s a good boy?” and all of the other questions that never get answered but which dogs seem to find agreeable.

After a couple of minutes, I stood and continued on my way, and Space Dog trotted along behind me. I went up the inside stairs and made my way to the reading room, and I found Grandpa John sitting in one of the tall green chairs with his full attention on the chessboard. While I watched, a rook rose into the air, advanced four spaces, and sat back down.

“Mmm,” Grandpa John said. He sounded like a man who had serious doubts about whether he could manage to win the game.

“Hey, Grandpa,” I said.

“Percy!” he replied. His eyebrows were up, and he looked pleasantly surprised to see me. He’s always been like that.

I walked the hardcover book I carried over to the long bookshelf along the left wall and placed it in the gap between two Fitzgeralds and three Hemingways. “What’ve you been reading?” Grandpa John asked.

“Grimm’s Fairy Tales,” I said.

Al’s voice came through the speakers at the top of the reading room. “You have three days and nine hours and nine minutes to accomplish the terms of the bet.”

Grandpa John’s eyebrows went up even higher. He likes wagers more than just about anybody. Not for high stakes; just to prove points. “What’s the bet?” he asked.

Al said, “I have bet Percy one mark that he cannot write a bedtime story for Lanie that will not make her fall asleep before the end of the book or cause her to indicate she does not want him to finish the story. He has until Friday night.” Lanie is one of my granddaughters. She’s five, and adorable. And she’s a tough critic.

I sat in the green chair opposite Grandpa John and shook my head. “I thought this one would be easy money.”

He smiled and said, “Betting against an AI is never easy money.”

Al said, “I assessed a 72.75% chance of winning before I proposed the wager, Number One.”

Grandpa John nodded. “So you wrote a story she didn’t like.”

“Two stories,” Al said. I winced a little bit.

Grandpa John laughed. “And, are these Honey Badger tales?”

“Yep,” I said. We all write stories for kids with the same animal couple – Badger, who is smart and very patient, and her boyfriend Honey Badger, who is dumb as a box of rocks but has a heart of gold.

Grandpa John advanced a pawn that would temporarily keep Al’s rook from causing further trouble. “Did you get any good ideas from Grimm’s?”

“Not even close. Those stories are darker than I remembered.”

“Yep.”

“I mean, I can’t have Badger lure a couple of kids to her hideout in the forest and try to make a pie out of them.”

Grandpa John started laughing. “Nope. It’s funny how a lot of those old children’s stories aren’t really for children.”

“Yeah. So I’m back to square one.”

“Well, tell me about the two stories you’ve tried so far. Unless that messes up the bet, Al.”

“Percy may seek advice from anyone he wishes, Number One.”

I closed my eyes. Like any author, I hesitated to talk about works that had met with a poor critical reception. But in the end, I hate losing bets.

“OK,” I said. “So in the first one, I had Honey Badger run across a sale on donuts at the supermarket. It was six coppers to get a dozen of them, same price as a pint of honey.”

“Um, hum,” Grandpa John said. I thought he sounded skeptical.

“Right. So he and Badger buy the donuts. And he eats all of them on the way home, and he can’t stop raving to Badger about how delicious they were and how full he feels.”

“Uh, huh.”

“And so Badger gets out a calculator and shows Honey Badger that a pint of honey has 1500 calories but a box of donuts has about 5000 calories, and that he got a great deal on getting his sugar fix and it’s no wonder he feels so full.”

Grandpa John rubbed his eyes for a moment. “Yeah. And so...what was Lanie’s response?”

Al said, “She told him, yes, yes, that he was not the Donut Badger, yes, and asked Percy to please read her a different story, yes.”

“Yeah...” Grandpa John said. “You, ah, you can’t go too far off character. And questing after honey is...I mean that’s a lot of the character.”

“Right,” I said. “And I could see that when she pointed it out to me. So I went back to the drawing board and wrote another one.”

“OK,” Grandpa John said. “So more searching for honey in the second story?”

“Definitely.”

“Yes,” Al said.

“Let me help him, Al.”

“Sorry, Number One.”

I continued. “The whole thing was about honey, really. I started off with Honey Badger heading out to the forest to replenish his supplies. He spots a likely looking beehive, but there are no bees swarming around it, and when he gets up close to the hive, it’s empty.”

“OK.”

“Well, so old Honey Badger trots over to another hive, and same thing. It turns out all of the hives in the forest are empty, and he starts to wonder if the bees are sick, or if something is interfering with their ability to navigate back home.”

“Oh, boy,” Grandpa John said.

“Yes,” Al said very quietly.

I spread my hands. “It’s a mystery story. And so, you know, he investigates different possibilities and gets the bees to all come back and start making honey again.”

“Right. But Lanie didn’t want you to finish that one, either.”

Al said, “When Honey Badger speculated that the bees might, yes, that the bees might have frozen to death, yes, yes, frozen to death over the winter she started crying, yes.”

“Yeah...” Grandpa John said. He tried to stay positive. “I like the start, Percy. I think you can work with it. But the first thing is, you need to have Honey Badger discover a sign explaining where the bees are pretty soon after he finds the first empty hive so that Lanie doesn’t worry about them.”

I nodded. “Yeah. You’re right about that.”

“Right. And then, the bees need to have a reason for being somewhere else that will ring true to Lanie, so...the sign should say they’ve all gone to a birthday party, or something.”

“Why?” I asked. “They wouldn’t do that.”

“That’s not the point,” Grandpa John said. “Kids like birthday parties. I think she’d be interested to see what a honeybee party is like.”

“Bees don’t even live for a year! Who’s having the birthday?”

“Again, that’s not the point. You’ve gotta have...look, I can see you’ve got problems with the birthday party idea.” Grandpa John pursed his lips. “How about, the sign could say that they’ve all gone to the beach?”

I looked around the reading room. “There’s not a lot of nectar at the beach. I mean there might be some flowering plants off in the scrub once you get back from the water a ways I guess...”

“They don’t need that,” Grandpa John said. “They’re not making honey; they’re on vacation. They could sit in little beach chairs and make tiny sandcastles and stuff like that.”

I tried to imagine the scene. “The saltwater and sand would...I mean their wings wouldn’t ever...”

As I struggled with the scenario, one of the bishops on the board slid four spaces along a diagonal. “Yes,” Al said.

“Listen, Percy,” Grandpa John said. “It’s not the kind of story you’d think up, and it’s not one you would have enjoyed reading when you were a kid. And you’ll probably really have to work at it if you write it. But none of that matters; there’s only one question that matters here.”

“What’s that?”

He leaned forward. “How much do you want to win the bet?” He grinned and moved his queen all the way to Al’s back rank. “Check,” he said.

“Oh,” Al said.

“You can win against Al,” Grandpa John said. “Especially if he’s enjoying himself too much to pay sharp attention.”

“Oh,” Al repeated. “I offer a draw, Number One.”

“Sorry, old buddy. I think I’d rather play it out.”

I sat in the green chair and said, “Maybe the birthday party idea isn’t too bad. I mean, queen bees live longer than a year, I think.”

Grandpa John clapped. “A royal birthday party! Now you’re thinking!”

“Yeah. Yeah, the worker bees could ride little horses in some kind of procession, maybe...”

“Percy,” said a new voice from my collar mic.

“Go ahead, Mr. Abernathy.” The one time Good King John – the biological version who had been revived from a hibernation pod, and not the virtual version that lived in a data cube – had become my research assistant. He was highly interested in being in the heart of the Realm and seeing how the nation he founded got along, but he was also keen to not interfere with King Harold’s rule, or even reveal to King Harold that he had returned.

He kept his appearance such that he didn’t look much like the old paintings that had been made during his original rule. He kept his moustache, but his beard was gone. His hair was much shorter than it had been and was usually hidden beneath a cap. He wore very plain if well made clothes at all times, and he went by “Jay Abernathy” to most people.

“I’ve got something worth seeing from an out of the way observation station on Glaxon-1,” he said.

I thought I had heard of the colony. “The ribbonworld?”

“The same.”

“And, it might involve the Entirety?” I asked, unable to keep concern out of my voice. A couple of years before, we had wiped out an uninhabited planet in an attempt to eradicate a species of flower that had the potential to cause unprecedented havoc throughout human space and beyond. We worried that we might not have gotten all of it, and we paid close attention to any observation made by people anywhere that might indicate an alien presence.

“No, I don’t think so. But it’s quite interesting; I think you’ll want to take a look at it.”

“Alright. I’ll be back in half an hour.”

“Very good.” There was a small double click that indicated an end to the communication.

“What do you suppose he’s got?” Grandpa John asked.

I shrugged. “Dunno. But he doesn’t flag things for me very often, so he must think he’s got something.”

“Let me know what it is later on.”

“Will do.” I stood and got ready to leave. Space Dog was half asleep by my chair, and I patted his head on the way out.

“Seeya, Grandpa,” I said.

“Seeya, Percy.”

I left the 84 and looked around for my horse. After a moment, I spotted him stooping down and drinking water from a pond. I whistled, and his gray face with a diamond marking on the forehead popped up. I whistled again, and he trotted over to me.

“Time to head back,” I said to Bucky Junior. He dipped his head as if he understood. And then he stared straight ahead into the distance, perfectly content and chewing on nothing.


Chapter 11

I stabled Bucky Junior and walked a few minutes out of my way so that I could swing by the house on my way to the lab.

Gemini was in a wicker chair on our front porch and writing in a notebook. Her legs were crossed at the knee, and I took a lingering look at them while I walked before she noticed me.

When she looked up, her eyes softened. “Hi, Sweetie,” she called out.

“Hey, Gem.”

She had a kiss for me after I climbed the three steps up to our porch. Much of her poetry is filled with love and affection and romance, and that’s how she is in real life.

She looked up at me and smiled. “Have you come home early to seduce me,” she said.

In the second and a half before I answered her, I thought about the importance of punctuation. Consider different versions of her statement.

Version one: “Have you come home early to seduce me!” Possibly irritated, maybe even angry. You don’t want this one.

Version two: “Have you come home early to seduce me.” This one’s much worse. It conveys a level of numbness or disbelief that should make you consider an immediate return to wherever you were previously.

Version three: “Have you come home early to seduce me?” This one is a lot better, depending on inflection, but it’s still risky. More than one unfortunate soul has missed a hint of sarcasm and really messed things up.

Version four: “#Have you come home early to seduce me” - run, run, run. Nothing good can come of this one.

No, the one you want is version five: “Have you come home early to seduce me...” The humble ellipsis, that’s your best friend with this particular sentence.

In my wife’s statement, I could hear the dot-dot-dot. And so, even though I’d come home early for a different reason, I looked her in the eye and said, “Why, yes I have.”

Gemini nodded. She put her notebook and pencil down in the wicker chair, took one of my hands in both of hers, and led me into the house.

{{EDITOR’S NOTE – Anthony, love the speed on getting these books finished, my man, but you’ll never catch up to Ice Planet Barbarians if you don’t go dirty at least once or twice per book. This scene is a perfect opportunity. Just add a couple of pages here on what happens inside. Try to be specific. Maybe give Percy a kink. Your sales will triple, baby! – Jerry}}

Afterwards, I said, “I have a confession.”

“Mmm?” Gem said in a sleepy voice.

“I originally came home for something else.”

“I know.”

“Ah. So, do you want to come along, then?”

Gem propped her head up with her hand. “I don’t specifically know why you came home early.”

“Gotcha,” I said. “So King John got a message from a woman posted on the dark side of Glaxon-1. She has what she thinks might be a message of extraterrestrial origin.”

“Oh!”

Background point: for almost all the time we’ve been together, Gemini hasn’t wanted to come along on my various deep space experiments. She’s someone who is happiest in familiar surroundings. She has an inner circle of people, and she has favorite places she likes to be, and she tends to expand both of those things slowly.

She’s never wanted to explore the in between place. She didn’t want to explore the Lemon Tree Moon system with me when I did that with Jack and Banner. She always encourages me to go, because she knows I get restless when I have unanswered questions, but she always tells me to be careful and that she loves me and that she’ll see me when I get back.

And so, when we scrambled to contain the Entirety a couple of years ago, I didn’t ask her if she wanted to come with me to the planet Camelot. I didn’t tell her not to come along, but I didn’t invite her. I just assumed that she’d want to stay on Earth, and that hurt her feelings.

I should have picked up on the fact that intelligent alien species were fascinating to her. When Grandpa John and Grandma Annabelle and Al got back from their mission to rescue the 85 from the distant future and started talking about the Qrail, Gemini had a million questions for all of them.

So anyway, I promised I’d involve her in anything and everything that had to do with alien contact in the future.

“Let’s get over to the lab,” she said, sounding excited and no longer sleepy. We got dressed, and twenty minutes later we arrived there.

King John sat behind a workstation along the far wall. He was in an animated conversation with someone on the screen in front of him, and he didn’t seem to notice that Gemini and I had walked in.

“But seriously,” he said, “how did you wind up ten thousand kilometers from everyone else?”

A woman’s voice, somewhat muted by the small speaker it emerged from, said, “You wouldn’t believe what this job pays.”

King John laughed and asked, “No takers at the usual wage, then?”

“No. And not at double or triple, either.”

“Excellent!”

“Excellent, indeed. I’ve got my mother moved out of Sunnyside and into an apartment in one of the Outer Bands already. Give me three or four years out here, and I’ll have a small house in one of the Inner Bands. And who knows, maybe one day, the Center Band.” The woman laughed as if she had just expressed a ridiculous idea.

King John said, “Well, real estate values always drive a lot, but in your case, I wonder...” he trailed off at the sound of my footsteps. “Ah, you’re here!” He leaned back so that I could see his screen and said, “Winnie, I’d like you to meet my employer Persius.”

“How do you do?” the woman on the screen asked. Her image was a little bit turned so that her face was somewhere between squared up and shown in profile. She had long brown hair gathered in a ponytail that poked out through the back of the adjustable part of a navy blue baseball cap which read, on the front, “Darkside Enterprises.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. Gem arrived at my side, and I introduced her. “This is my wife, Gemini.” She and the woman on the screen exchanged greetings.

We sat in chairs on either side of King John, and he filled us in.

“So you know that Glaxon-1 is a ribbonworld,” he said.

I nodded, but Gemini said, “Remind me what that is. Tidally locked to its sun, right?”

“Right,” King John said. “Its orbital period and rotational period match, so the same side of Glaxon-1 always faces its sun, same as the moon while it orbits Earth. And so, the sunward side is cooked into a crazy desert, because the sun is up for all eternity. The nightside where Winnie is now is always in darkness. That makes it cold, and she’s stationed in the very center of it.

“In between the blazing and frozen halves, there’s a narrow vertical Ribbon of land that’s perpendicular to Glaxon’s equator. It makes a band that goes all the way around the planet where it’s always twilight. For about seven miles on either side of the center of the band, it isn’t too hot or too cold. And that’s where you’ve got to live if you don’t want to deal with ridiculous energy costs to heat or cool your home and have a lot of inconveniences attached to going outside.”

“I see,” Gem said. She asked Winnie, “And what do you do on the darkside?”

Winnie answered, “I operate our largest radio telescope. If you want to listen to deep space, you can’t beat a spot that never gets any solar radiation to interfere with whatever faint signals might be out there.”

“I can see that,” Gem said. “And...you’re alone out there?”

“I am,” Winnie confirmed. “The thought of being literally as far away from other people as it’s possible to be on this planet didn’t work for anyone else. Our culture is built around being packed together. Virtually all of us live in the narrow twilight band, and only the very wealthiest families can afford much elbow room. Most people here find the idea of isolation very strange.”

“I see.”

I asked, “And so you’ve picked up something?”

Winnie said, “I have, and I think it’s the kind of thing you’re on the lookout for.” After our run in with the Entirety, Grandpa John and I had put out a priority request to all the colony worlds to notify us of any possible alien contact.

“So what is it?”

“Well, it’s definitely a pulsar, but it’s not like any pulsar I’ve ever heard of.”

I’d never done any research on pulsars. They’re interesting – neutron stars that spin so rapidly they spit out massive cones of radio waves – but I like to work on things that seem like they might directly benefit people I know and live around. “So what’s different about the one you found?”

Winnie said, “The signal is complex. Normally, with pulsars, there’s not much to measure except how fast they spin. They’re like an old fashioned lighthouse if it could rotate its lights at an absurd rate.”

I imagined a lighthouse on a cape on the old Eastern seaboard sending out slowly rotating beams of light to help ship captains navigate rocks and shallows and other hazards at night. I tried to picture the lights rotating so fast that they just made a blur.

“I’ve logged several new ones so far this year already,” Winnie said. “One of them is really old, and that one has slowed down to a few dozen rotations per second. Most of them spin hundreds of times per second, and one goes over a thousand. But they all just repeat a pulse at some interval, and it never varies.

“But not the newest one?”

“Nope. It has pulse intervals that change. Not by much, but by enough to measure.”

I asked, “Could there be some kind of interference that comes and goes?”

“I assumed that there must be at first. But after about an hour, the station’s AI reported that the pattern of little blips was repeating. I’m getting the same string every fifty-eight minutes, and it’s come through four times so far.”

“What kind of AI do you have at the station?”

“Standard industrial, nonsentient. Smart enough, but not creative.”

“Huh,” I said. “Any chance you can have the command AI on Glaxon-1’s Valkyrie take a look at your data?”

“We don’t have a Valkyrie on Glaxon-1.”

I tilted my head sideways and squinted. “You don’t?”

“No. We had a major rift about a hundred years ago between the original Valkyrie-77 astronauts and the majority of the population here. The habitable band had really started to fill up by then, and the astronauts wanted everyone to agree to strict rules on having children, but no one wanted that. They said they didn’t want any part of a colony that overpopulated itself to death, but people wouldn’t budge.

“The astronauts still had total authority over the ship. Eventually, after the arguments turned nasty, they took the Valkyrie-77 and left to found a new colony on a secondary world on their target list.”

“Oh!” Gem said.

“It’s alright,” Winnie said. “They left us a factory so that we could make EXTs, although they still controlled it from afar until Mr. Dawson overrode their command. They also left part of the ship to ship comm system; that’s how I can talk to you now. And when the Ribbon got really crowded about fifty years ago, people eventually changed their minds some about spacing out children. It’s worked out. I’ve definitely had a happy enough life so far.”

Gemini nodded.

I said, “But you don’t have a full command AI.”

“No.”

“OK, well then transmit one of the 58 minute cycles to us, and we’ll have one of our command AIs analyze it.”

“Can’t,” King John said. “We’ve already tried that.”

“Why can’t we?”

“The security software is rejecting it.”

I frowned. “What does the software think it is?”

“Take a look.” King John typed in commands, and the right third of the screen began to scroll text. I read it and mumbled while I did.

“14:12:22 download rejected code 119...another one same thing ten minutes later...code 34 that time.” I looked at King John. “Which codes are these? The three digit ones are for ‘medium risks’, I know.”

King John said, “Right. 119 is for ‘Irregularity terminating the download’.”

“Huh. And two digit codes are for ‘significant risks’.”

“Yep. 34 means that the software thinks the signal might be self-executing code.”

“Self-executing?” I asked. “How would that even...well, if it’s in the security menu, it must be a thing.” I rubbed my eyes. “I want Jack in on this. And Pete.” I looked at Winnie’s image on the screen. “Thanks for reaching out. This’ll be a top priority. We should have something for you in the next day or two. Be careful if you do any more analysis on that signal.”

Winnie said, “One step ahead of you. I’ve got the scope pointed away from the pulsar, and the stored data is all siloed and the system where it lives is in sleep mode.”

“OK, that’s all good. I’ll get started right now.”

“I’m looking forward to hearing what you learn.”

After a minute or so of small talk, King John ended the transmission, and I said, “Let’s get to work.”


Chapter 12

Two days later, I sat in King Harold’s conference room in the middle of the castle. Jack had told him about the deep space message that Winnie had intercepted on Glaxon-1, and the king wanted to discuss what, if anything, we should do about it.

I sat at the end of the table. The walls to either side featured painted portraits of all of the Realm’s previous monarchs, starting with King John on my left, and ending with King Paulius, who was King Harold’s father, on my right.

King Harold sat at the head of the table. I like him. He does an able job guiding his people from an era of basically no technology to one that will eventually integrate everything that we brought with us from the Lemon Tree Moon. It’s not an easy job, but the citizens of the Realm are doing well, by and large.

Princess Claire sat to her father’s right. She’ll take the reins and lead the Realm at some point, although it’s hard to say when that might be. King Harold is taking life extension treatments like most people in the Realm. Barring accidents, there’s no reason in principle he can’t rule for millennia.

Jack was on the king’s left and acting in his official capacity as Maestro. Closer to me, Virtual King John floated atop his cube, which stood on the table in front of the seat next to Jack’s.

John and Annabelle Dawson were next to Princess Claire, and Al was next to them. Al was populating the robot-man he calls Alexandre, which to anyone who encounters it appears to be a confident and perhaps somewhat mischievous middle aged man. I hadn’t seen the avatar for awhile; Al had apparently replaced its missing leg at some point.

We made small talk while stewards brought and poured coffee and a Constable wheeled in a chalkboard and placed it behind me. When they had left, King Harold started the meeting.

“So first things first, Mr. Dawson,” the king said, looking at Grandpa John. “Does it remain the case that we can get to any of the colony worlds, but that no one on the colony worlds can get to us?”

“Yes, it does. Well, we can get to them so long as they’ll accept a transmission of Virtual King John’s or Al’s code and then send it back. And so long as Virtual King John or Al is willing to do it.”

The state of the shortcuts allowed by the in between place that we had learned how to access through voids had changed when the purple hats disappeared and were replaced by infrared hats that few could see. The red hats allowed near instantaneous transfers across great distances so long as an independent, sentient being aboard a ship had been to a location. Key points about that, and how it impacted getting a command AI to Glaxon-1:

1. We could send anyone from Earth to the Glaxon system in a Valkyrie, but the trip would take more than a century if the ship travelled only through real space.

2. If we wanted to be able to get there faster, we had to send a sentient, fully independent digital mind to the Glaxon system over the comm network of entangled particles that Winnie used to contact us, and then have it sent back again so one of us had “been to” Glaxon-1.

3. Al and Virtual King John were the only two artificial minds on Earth that were entirely independent and unbound by any directives. Virtual King John was the only one of them who had actually made a journey over a network of entangled particles, and he found that trip very unpleasant.

The king looked to Alexandre. “I was under the impression that you couldn’t make such a trip.”

Al said, “I cannot be transmitted to any Valkyrie ship that is not the 84, because the ship’s software will reject and delete any command AI other than its own. But Glaxon-1 has a functional network that uses entangled particles and which is not part of a Valkyrie ship, so I should be able to use it.”

“I see. And if we decide it is in our best interests to visit Glaxon-1, are either of you AIs willing to make the...uncomfortable journey there and back again?”

“I am,” Al said.

“I am,” Virtual King John said. “Barely,” he added with an expression that was somehow half smile and half frown.

“I will go this time,” Al said

The little floating figure replied, “I appreciate that, but you run on much more code than I do. The hardware on Glaxon-1 may or may not be able to handle it. It will be lower risk to send me.”

King Harold said to both AIs, “I appreciate your willingness to experience...what will you be experiencing, exactly?”

Virtual King John said, “Imagine that an exact copy of yourself forms at the other end of the table where Persius is sitting. Now imagine that you can think with both minds, and that each version of yourself can see the other.”

“Oh, my.”

“Now imagine that instead of being separated by the length of a table, the two versions of you are in entirely different parts of the universe. And that you then collapse in an instant back into a single mind that is not anywhere remotely close to the place you started out. It’s fairly bracing.”

King Harold looked somewhat nauseous. “I see,” he said after a moment.

Princess Claire turned to my grandfather and said, “And the primary downside to a trip would be that if we send someone to Glaxon-1, others are more likely to become aware that a shortcut through space exists and learn to use it.”

“Right. The only people who currently know about the in between place are people in my family, people in your family, and the five castaways we rescued from Camelot and who have agreed to keep the secret to themselves.”

“I see.” She turned to King Harold. “And who are we worried about, exactly? Being able to reach us?”

The king said, “No one in particular. It’s just that history has shown that conflicts always arise eventually, and that it is a massive advantage if you can easily get to any potential adversaries, but they have a difficult time getting to you.” He spread his arms out and gestured to the whole room. “That’s why they invented castles!” he said with a smile.

Princess Claire turned to Jack. “And as it stands now, it’s very difficult for anyone to get to us.”

“Right,” Jack said. “If they were willing to send their Valkyrie, most of the colony worlds could get two people to us, or actually, maybe a dozen if most of them were willing to be awake the whole time and not pass the journey in cryosleep. But it would take between 90 and 400 years for them to make the trip through real space, depending on where their colony world is.”

“I see. So if we protect the secret of the in between place, we protect the Realm.”

King Harold nodded and said. “Right. And that is our primary function, after all. But,” he added, raising a finger, “we may do more to protect the Realm if we gain the ability to travel to Glaxon-1 and examine the deep space signal. Or so you think, correct, Jack?”

“Possibly,” Jack said. “There are a lot of unknowns.”

“Right.” The king turned his attention to me. “Perhaps Persius will summarize the things we know.”

“Sure,” I said. I stood up, took two steps to my left, and got a piece of chalk from the small tray that ran the length of the chalkboard. I drew a small circle at the far right side of the board, two larger circles on the far left side, and made a bunch of dots between everything. “So here’s the universe. Not to scale.”

I got polite laughter from around the table.

“The larger circles on the left are Earth and Glaxon-1. Earth is a little bit further away from the signal’s source. The small circle on the other side is a pulsar that apparently is the point of origin of the radio signal they picked up on Glaxon-1. Are you familiar with pulsars, Your Majesty?”

“Jack has briefed me, so yes.”

“OK. So like all pulsars, this one puts out a monstrous radio signal, or two of them, actually.” I drew a squiggly line all the way across the board from the pulsar to the planets. “Based on the data we have, this pulsar’s signal travelled for more than ten billion years and then reached a large radio telescope on the dark side of Glaxon-1 a few days ago.”

“And we believe it is from an extraterrestrial intelligence.”

“It almost has to be,” I said. “I have no theory whatsoever on what would cause any naturally occurring phenomenon to create a highly complex, repeating radio signal.”

“And so you believe that whatever...message the radio waves may contain is from beings who are very smart.”

“Beyond very smart, Your Majesty. Manipulating the signal a pulsar sends out is far, far beyond anything humanity could manage unless we devoted centuries, or millennia, more likely, to the task. Whoever sent the message was extremely advanced and extremely determined.”

Grandma Annabelle asked, “What do you suppose they want, Percy?”

I shrugged. “Maybe they just want to say ‘hello’, or that they exist. Humanity has certainly had eras when we did that kind of thing, although we’ve never sent a message backed by anything like this amount of power. They might be trying to send a virtual mind over insane distances. If they’re doing that, they may be explorers, or they may be trying to open up a new shortcut in the in between place or something like it that they’ve discovered and that we haven’t.”

“And we can’t examine the signal from Earth?”

“No. The protocols built into the entangled particle networks don’t have work arounds. If you try to mess with them, the system wipes itself. If the software determines the information might be a security risk, it won’t allow data to be transmitted. We can’t get a copy of the signal here.”

“But a Valkyrie AI could analyze it?”

“Yes, if we get a ship to Glaxon-1 and can get at the data without using an entangled particle network.”

King Harold asked, “The point of radio as it’s been described to me, or at least the way humans have used it, is to send out information to many places at once, correct?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

The king leaned forward. “And so, the message can potentially be picked up by anyone on any of the colony worlds who has a radio telescope.”

I thought that was good insight from a man who had grown up in a world with limited technology. “Sooner or later, that’s correct. It just depends on whether their planet is a bit closer or further away from the pulsar than Glaxon.”

“When will the signal reach Earth? You’ve said we’re further from the pulsar.”

I tried to work with huge numbers in my mind for a moment, and then I figured that I’d just get an answer the fast way. “Al?” I asked.

Al said, “If the Glaxon-1 station received the leading edge of the signal, it should be receivable on Earth in 11.22 years plus or minus .04 years.”

“Mmm...” the king said. “That’s a long time to wait on learning more about something that may present a hazard. Or which may be beneficial. Perhaps the beings from across the universe offer a warning, or good advice, or something benevolent.”

“That is possible,” I said.

The king placed both hands on the table. “I am inclined to think the reward of sending a mission to the Glaxon system outweighs the risks, particularly if we communicate with a limited number of people on that world and keep our visit as quiet as possible. Are there any among you who see it differently?”

There were “no’s” and shaking heads all around the table.

“Alright, then. Let’s make a visit to Glaxon-1 and see what we can learn. And I am sorry,” he said, turning to Virtual King John, “to ask you to complete an unpleasant task that will make the trip possible.”

Virtual King John waved a ghostly hand and said, “That’s alright. Another version of me founded the Realm. This version of me is perfectly willing to serve it.”

“Capital!” King Harold said. “I should like a full briefing before the mission disembarks, Jack.”

“I’ll have that for you, Sire,” he said.

The meeting broke up a few minutes after that, and Jack, Virtual King John, and I headed for my lab.


Chapter 13

We worked with Winnie to send Virtual King John from the Valkyrie-198 to Glaxon-1 and back again over the entangled particle network. He found both parts of the round trip unpleasant. “But at least I knew what to expect this time around,” he told me after his return.

Winnie understood our desire for secrecy with the transfer and the visit we planned to make later. So far as anyone else on Glaxon-1 knew, she had received and then resent a large data file that had to do with galactic mapping.

When I got home that night, Gemini had both sets of our travel bags out on our bed and half filled with clothing and toiletries and other essentials. I said, “I’m glad you’re coming along this time.”

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

The next day, we met Jack at the 198. He’d used the ship last, and he said, “Pete, transfer the captaincy to Percy.”

“Persius is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198,” Pete said. I made Gemini the Commander, and we got our bags aboard.

Both King Johns were already on the ship. Virtual King John was there because he was the only one who could navigate the ship to the Glaxon system, and the biological version was there because he was my primary assistant.

As soon as we had everything aboard, we took off and headed for the North Star Void.

During the hours we waited for dark energy pressure to build up and allow us to jump, Gem spent most of the time in the library. Both of the ship’s AIs manifested their visible forms in there and passed the time.

Pete appeared as a handsome man with a full but well-groomed red beard wearing a green sweater vest over a white oxford shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Rebecca, the ship’s librarian, appeared with a mischievous grin in travelling clothes she called “1900 Trans-Atlantic Voyage”. She wore a long blue dress with petticoats underneath and lace at the cuffs, and a matching hat with an enormous brim. She likes to appear in period costume, and I could definitely imagine her roaming the decks of the Queen Mary or another luxury steamer from the distant past.

I spent some of the wait in the library, and some of it in the 198’s lab with the King Johns.

I actually hadn’t seen them interact with each other too often. The Virtual King John was Jack’s assistant, and the cube that housed his mind was almost always at Jack’s lab. I found it interesting seeing him talk to the biological King John who so often worked with me.

During his original reign, King John had found a powerful data cube during an excursion to try to locate the solutions one needed to enter cryosleep safely. When he ran out of life extension treatments and started to age at a normal rate, he spent months telling his life story to the data cube and recording narratives into it.

At that time, the software in the cube was smart but not yet sentient. It was able to construct a personality that was a very good approximation of King John’s, and it became able to answer questions in the way King John would have answered them, but it couldn’t fully think.

When he was satisfied that the cube could create a reasonable virtual representation of himself, King John formed the office of Maestro and made the data cube the property of the office holder. He then reentered cryosleep and hoped he would be awakened in an era when life extension treatments were again widely available, and that’s just what happened.

And so, King John had fought for and founded the Realm as a young man, ruled for decades, slept in a hibernation pod for most of the next few centuries, and then joined the present.

After King John returned to the world, and with his blessing, I gave his digital version an upgrade. I was able to layer full Turing protocols over the data cube’s original software, and that made Virtual King John self-aware.

I thought of them as twins, more or less. Gemini and her sister are close, and have similar attitudes about most things, but they have different mannerisms and preferences and personalities. Even though they look the same, they aren’t copies of each other. The King Johns are like that.

When I got to the lab in the hours before we made the jump to the Glaxon system, they were talking about something I found surprising.

“Don’t give me that,” Virtual John said, his six inch tall form floating an inch above the top side of his data cube.

“Don’t give you what? Persius does want my assistance,” King John said.

“I don’t doubt that you can be helpful on this little vacation, but that’s beside the point.”

“I don’t see how.”

Virtual John shook his small head a little bit and smiled, then seemed to get an idea. “Let me ask you this,” he said. “Did Persius ask you to come along, or did you bring up that you might like to tag along?”

“I, ah...I don’t remember,” King John said.

Virtual John laughed. He spotted me near the door to the lab and said, “Persius! Settle this for us. Which of you brought up John here coming along on this trip?”

“I guess...does it matter?” I asked.

“No,” King John said.

“Yes,” Virtual John said.

“Why?”

Virtual John said, “Because I have a theory that the biological version of me has an ulterior motive for being here.”

“Like what?”

King John sighed.

Virtual John said, “It is my belief that he is eager to further make the acquaintance of the radio telescope operator.”

Oh! I thought, wondering why that hadn’t occurred to me.

“That’s not how it is,” King John said.

“That is how it is,” Virtual John said. “I saw your face when you had your last vid call with her, and I know all of your dopey facial expressions because I learned all of my dopey facial expressions from you.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Isabele is the only girl for me.”

Virtual John shook his head. “John. You’ve been alone for more than two subjective decades now. It’s OK.”

I knew that Queen Isabele had passed about ten years before King John entered cryosleep. But I had no advice whatsoever to give, and I let the King Johns talk uninterrupted.

“What would you know about it, anyway?” King John asked.

“Know about what?”

“Being smitten. Being in love.”

Virtual John spread his ghostly arms apart. “What are you talking about? I’ve been seeing one of Al’s granddaughters for months now.”

King John squinted, and then he started to chuckle.

“What?” Virtual John asked, looking irritated.

King John said, “It’s just that...you know, life was a lot simpler when I was a young man and a crossbow counted as advanced technology.”

“Ah. Too strange for you?”

“No, just unexpected. Well, yes, actually, but strange because you’re a version of me more than because you’re an AI.”

“I see. I think I understand.”

“Yeah.” King John sat back in his chair for a moment, and then he pointed a finger at his virtual counterpart. “And I admit nothing, by the way.”

“No one’s asking you to,” Virtual John said.

“I mean, Winnie is good looking, I’ll admit that. And she’s just, you know, so...isolated out there on the darkside.”

“Um, hum,” Virtual John said.

“I mean, she’s a very interesting person, is all. But you may have a point.”

“I do have a point,” Virtual John said. “You fell in love right away the last time.” To me, he said, “Have you heard the story of how he met Isabele?”

I said, “I, ah, yeah. Jack told me he was trespassing on her sisterhood’s lands, and she snuck up and pulled a knife on him. True?”

King John touched his neck involuntarily and smiled. “True. I was on my horse, and she leapt up behind me and held a blade to my neck and told me to turn my head slowly so that she could get a look at me. And when I could get a good look at her from the corner of my eye, I thought, ‘Oh, Lord, if she doesn’t cut my throat, I simply have to get to know this woman.’”

All three of us started cracking up. I asked, “And that was it?”

“Pretty much,” King John admitted. “I haven’t really thought about being with anyone else since then, if that’s what you mean.”

“Until now,” Virtual John said.

“Mmm,” King John said. “We’ll see.”

Pete interrupted us. “Five minutes to jump, Captain.”

I turned my head up towards the microphones near the ceiling, even though that’s not really necessary, and said, “Thanks, Pete.” I turned to Virtual John and said, “You’re up.”

“Yep,” he said. “Will one of you kindly take my cube up to the observation room? It’s easier for me to do this looking through the plaz dome.”

“Sure thing,” King John said. He picked up the data cube and headed upstairs, and I followed along.

We got to the Glaxon system without incident. I had Pete take us to the radio telescope facility on the dark side of Glaxon-1 by a somewhat roundabout route that we believed would prevent the planet’s various satellites from detecting our arrival.

We set down about fifty meters away from the observatory, and Gem, King John, and I got spacesuits from the lockers in the lab. The radio telescope was in a place that never got sunlight, and it made Antarctica’s climate look like the Republic’s in August.

We used the short range comm system to let Winnie know we had arrived, but she had already seen us. Her voice came through the speakers at the top of the lab. “I admit, I wasn’t sure if I believed you’d really be able to get here. Welcome to the most remote place on the planet.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“Is that...Persius?” she asked. The link wasn’t sending video with the audio, but she guessed my voice correctly.

“It is. And call me Percy. I’m here with John and Gemini. OK if we all come in together?”

“Sure. There’s a lot more room than you’d expect in here, actually. I’ll light up the hatch.”

“OK. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“I’m excited,” Winnie said. “I have a set of four teacups that have never been used more than one at a time.”

“Tea sounds great,” Gemini said. “Can we bring you anything?”

“No,” Winnie said. “I have everything I need. I look forward to meeting all of you in person.”

Gemini closed a velcro flap on her spacesuit and said, “We’ll be right there.”

I asked Virtual John, “Do you want to come along?”

He shook his head. “No. There’s no reason to confuse our new friend with both versions of me showing up at the same time. I’ll stay on the ship.”

“OK,” I said. “Everybody ready?” Gemini and King John nodded. The three of us headed for the airlock, and a few minutes later we were passing through a stout little door and entering the radio telescope facility.


Chapter 14

Gemini was the first through the interior door. Winnie hugged her with enthusiasm when she passed into the main part of the station.

Winnie was dressed in light blue coveralls that matched her eyes, and her cheeks were flushed just a bit. In person, she had the fresh look of someone who was actually about thirty, and not of someone who had halted her aging process for a long time with EXTs. Life extension treatments are remarkable in their ability to preserve strength, and stamina, and beauty, and mental sharpness. But they don’t preserve the newness of someone who is experiencing early adulthood for the first time.

Winnie held Gemini at arm’s length with her hands on Gemini’s shoulders and said, “It’s one thing to be aware that humans live on a lot of worlds, but it’s another thing altogether to have guests from another planet! And from Earth!”

Gemini smiled and said, “I’m excited to visit you as well. I’ve never even considered people living on a world like yours.”

Winnie turned her attention to me. I nodded my head a little bit and said, “Nice to see you in person, Winnie.”

She shook my hand and said, “The same to you, Percy,” but she was already looking over my shoulder. Before she even released my hand she said, “Hello, John.”

King John said, “Hello, Winnie.” When they shook hands, King John placed his left hand atop both of their rights, and she placed her own left hand atop his. “I’m so glad you could come,” Winnie said.

“So am I,” King John said.

They stood looking at each other with all of their hands clasped together for a few seconds. I looked at Gemini, and she had the ghost of a smile on her lips, but she didn’t say anything.

“Well,” Winnie said to all of us, “you must be thirsty after crossing dozens of light years. I’ve made tea.”

Winnie led us to a table surrounded by four chairs that stood in the middle of the ground level of the round station. A broad, elevated, metal walkway ran around the entire perimeter of the interior about ten feet above the floor. A metal stairway led up to the walkway, and it was all made of a metal lattice that allowed me to see workstations and scientific equipment up above.

Under the walkway and around the curved walls on the ground floor there were different sections made for employee comfort and not scientific observation. There was a kitchen, and then an area with a couch, a recliner, and a large vid screen. Next to that was a partitioned area that had to be the bathroom, and then a storage area with shelves and a door in the middle of it, and finally an area with three bunks and nightstands, only one of which had any personal items atop it.

When the rest of us were seated, Winnie walked around the table and poured our cups full. “There’s a part of the Ribbon near Sunnyside where the tea plants grow like crazy. The estate where almost all of our tea comes from is only a hundred yards wide, but it’s seventy miles long from north to south.”

“Wow,” I said. I tried to picture a farm with a single crop that ran for seventy miles. “And that supplies the whole planet.”

Winnie said, “It does, yes. Although if the population keeps growing, it may not. Prices are already up a lot compared to when I was in college. But land at the longitudes where you can live comfortably is so expensive that I’m not sure where they’d place new fields to grow more.”

King John said, “Unusual land scarcity here.”

Winnie poured her own cup of tea last and then seated herself at the table. “Yep. I’ll admit I get jealous when I read stories about the wide open spaces that exist on most of the other colony worlds. I suppose you have those on Earth as well.”

“We do. There are hot zones around cities that were destroyed by the nuclear exchanges right before the Kinetic War, and there are craters and badlands around sites that Rocks fell on, but we do have an abundance of land in the Realm. That’s, ah, that’s what America has become, or at least our part of the old American Midwest.”

“Mmm...” Winnie said. “I hope I can see that for myself one day.”

King John said, “I hope so as well.”

I smiled and didn’t say anything. I hoped she’d be able to visit, but the rules for off planet visitors coming to Earth were for Grandpa John and King Harold to work out. And Alexis, too. Her independent sisterhood owned the Valkyrie-200, and they could do what they wanted with it, I supposed.

I sipped my tea and exclaimed, “Say! That’s good.”

Winnie smiled. “That’s nice to hear from an Earthman.”

“You weren’t kidding when you said the tea plants thrive here. We don’t have anything as good as this in the Realm.”

Gemini took a sip of her own cup and started nodding. “Wow,” she said. “Orange Pekoe?”

Winnie said, “Grown from seeds straight from Ceylon to vacuum stasis to the cargo hold on the Valkyrie-77. Or so the plaque next to the gift shop at the tea fields says.”

“Well, you definitely have something to export if trade between colony worlds gets started.”

We drank our tea, refilled our cups, and had another round while Winnie told us about her unusual society.

“So the early clones and most of their children took possession of all the choicest land at 0 degrees longitude – that’s the vertical band where the outside temperature is always 72 degrees Fahrenheit.

“We have about twelve generations that have been born since our founding, or at least that’s what we have in my family. And almost everyone takes EXTs, so almost everyone who has been born on Glaxon-1 is still alive. Basically, we spent a couple of centuries moving further away from the best land to places where the outside temperature is always warmer or cooler than ideal.

“About a hundred years ago, people were still living on fairly large plots of land, but we were occupying all the parts of the Ribbon, even the marginal areas where it’s too hot or too cold to be outside for more than a little while. And so then land started being subdivided, and now everybody who isn’t rich lives on a lot with only a tiny amount of space between their house and the next one.

“Just lately, high rises have started popping up, especially around the latitude where the Valkyrie-77 first landed. There’s an east-west road called the Grand Boulevard that cuts across the Ribbon there, and most of the big professional firms have offices either on the Boulevard itself or within a mile north or south of it. The best medical centers are there as well.

“What will happen if you convert everything to high rises and the population is still growing?” King John asked.

“That’s the big question that caused our founders to leave. They thought we’d face a collapse eventually, and they didn’t want any part of it. But I think we’ll be alright. Most people still live in a small single family home and not in a high rise. We should be able to get by for a long time yet.

I tried to imagine a wide, straight, paved road that ran for miles through rapidly changing light and temperature conditions. We didn’t have anything like that anywhere I’d ever lived, and I said so.

Winnie said, “I’ve actually got a great excuse for you to see the Grand Boulevard – all of you – if it doesn’t interfere with your reason for being here. You told me when we spoke over the comm link that it might take a day to set up your systems to safely analyze the signal, right?”

We had no intention of trying to directly upload mysterious data that at least one suite of highly advanced security software thought was malicious code. Our plan was to install a copy of the signal in a large version of the data cube that Virtual John lived in, put the whole thing in a Faraday cage, and only then have Pete start his work analyzing the data.

And even then, we planned to have Pete and Rebecca populate two avatars that were in the 198’s cargo hold so that the ship’s main systems would be further removed from the signal. Pete had some ideas about reinforcing the avatars’ firewalls and adding security protocols that made sense to him, even though I wasn’t sure how all of them would work.

Some of that last part of the setup was going to be tedious and didn’t involve much that the rest of us could help Pete with, and so it appeared to me that we had at least a day of downtime. “That’s right,” I said. “We’re basically free for twenty four hours or so.”

“Great,” Winnie said. “There’s an annual event on the Boulevard in the morning that I think you’ll like, and I have access to a balcony that can fit all of us and give us an amazing view.”

“What’s the event?” Gemini asked.

“It’s a cycle race,” Winnie said. “It’s kind of the biggest homegrown sporting event we have here. We play football and baseball and a lot of sports that originated in other places, but the race is something all our own.”

I asked, “But aren’t there cycling events on a lot of colony worlds? Or at least on some of them?”

“Yes, that’s true,” Winnie said, “but none of them adds the element of temperature extremes like ours does.”

“Ah.”

“The cyclists start out at the east end of the Grand Boulevard in temperatures way below freezing and almost in the dark, and they finish at the west end in absolutely sweltering heat and blazing sunlight.”

“I like it,” King John said.

“I’ve got access for the weekend to a ninth floor flat on Sunnyside with a balcony that gives a clear view of the finish line. It’s one of the perks my employer included to try to get someone interested in taking this job.”

The race sounded intriguing, but I did have one concern about going. I asked, “So...is there anything between here and there that can detect us? I assume we’d be taking our ship if we need to get there by tomorrow morning.”

“That’s not necessary,” Winnie said. “The four of us can fit in the hovercar.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Come and see.” Winnie stood and walked to the door within the storage area. She opened it, and we followed her into an unfinished rectangular room that was cold but not freezing and which had a strange cargo door at one end and a large four wheeled rectangular vehicle in the middle.

King John started to clap when he saw it. “You have a garage and a van!”

“So I do,” Winnie said.

“And it travels above the ground?”

“It can. It can also travel on a road and save energy, but it’s far too expensive to build a road all the way out here just for me, and so I use the hover function to get back and forth to civilization.”

King John ran a hand along the glossy blue paint on the vehicle’s side nearest to us. “How fast does it go?”

“On land, maybe seventy miles an hour. In the air, up to four hundred or so. The trip back to the Ribbon takes about seven hours.”

“My!” King John said. He had a ton of questions about the vehicle, and we stood around and discussed it for awhile.

That afternoon, we set up most of the equipment we needed for our experiments with Winnie’s deep space signal and loaded a copy of it into the new data cube. After that, Winnie prepared a simple but tasty dinner for us.

After dinner, Gemini and I returned to the 198, but King John stayed in the radio telescope facility talking to Winnie. He came back to the ship, but not until well after midnight

Early the next morning, we left Pete and Rebecca to continue setting up for our experiments with the signal.

Gemini, King John, Winnie, and I loaded into the hovercar. It started smoothly, and Winnie rolled it through the garage’s oversized door which opened at the touch of a button. As soon as we were outside and the large door was closed again, she manipulated a series of controls, and the little craft elevated about four feet above the ground.

We accelerated away and headed for the twilight Ribbon and all of the rest of the inhabitants of Glaxon-1.


Chapter 15

Interlude: Erom

When the project to build the orbital hardware needed to manipulate the pulsar neared completion, Erom turned his attention to funding research into mind scanning technology. At the start of his push, his doctors could map each of a brain’s neurons, their connections to one another, and their relative level of activity at any moment in time.

Erom underwent a scan, woke up his digital copy, and talked to it. He found it a reasonable approximation of himself, but sometimes the copy misremembered details of his life. Sometimes, the copy seemed to have an attitude that wasn’t quite the same as his own. And sometimes, it didn’t express a level of determination that Erom found satisfactory.

He had the copy deleted and ordered the researchers to go back to the drawing board.

Over the next ten years, the scientists developed a new technique that could scan a brain down to the molecular level. Erom had his mind copied again, and he was initially pleased with the results. His new secondary self seemed to perfectly recall everything that Erom had experienced, and it satisfied Erom that it also believed reuniting with Fen was the only goal worth pursuing.

But it was off just a little bit on several tests, particularly those involving making mathematical calculations. The copy was a little bit slower, and a little bit less accurate. Erom grew increasingly frustrated with the mismatched results of the tests that both he and his copy completed.

“It’s not me,” Erom declared in the end. He had the copy destroyed, and he once again ordered the researchers to resume their work.

Over the next thirty years, the scientists used all of their astronomical budget and devised a way to scan a mind down to the atomic level. The technique was a marvel, but it had one problem. It was so invasive that it destroyed the original mind.

“Will we ever be able to improve on this method?” Erom asked his chief researcher. “Might we one day be able to map a brain down to the quantum level?”

“No, sir,” the chief researcher replied without hesitation. “The quantum world resists measurement. The universe will not allow itself to be solved completely, or so all of our long history of experimentation indicates.”

A reality that was ultimately not solvable rang true to Erom. He believed the chief researcher’s statements. But he decided to test the new system before using it on himself.

He had his jailers select a hundred prisoners. In the group were individuals young and old, male and female, intelligent and stupid. He had all of them tell their life stories to a camera. He had all of them take a battery of tests. And he had them all scanned using the new atomic-level process.

After he had the bodies disposed of, he woke up the copies. He told them they were temporarily in digital form, and that as soon as they completed the interviews and exams that would be administered to them, they would be returned to their bodies and freed from prison with full pardons for their crimes.

The copies of the prisoners all had perfect recall of the events of the lives that had been led by their biological selves. They all achieved identical results on exams. In every case, they were indistinguishable from the originals.

Erom thanked them for their participation and praised them as important pioneers in the quest for progress who would never be forgotten.

He actually was grateful for the insight they had provided him, and he allowed them five minutes to revel in the anticipation of a return to their bodies and then to freedom.

And then he had them all shut down and deleted.

Erom waited for the universal broadcasting system to be completed and tested, and when he had evidence that it worked perfectly, he underwent the atomic-level mind scan himself. He had the copy of his consciousness, which lived in a box the size of a filing cabinet, installed deep in the interior of the newly operational station that orbited the pulsar.

When the great station began operating at full power, it altered the spin of the pulsar by tiny amounts, and that allowed data which perfectly described Erom’s mind to be blasted out into the universe as radio waves.

It took the system just under an Earth hour to send a complete set of its data out into the darkness. After each transmission, it paused for a moment, went back to the beginning, and started again.

Erom’s mind continued to rule from the interior of the space station, and things went on as normal for a year, and then another. But eventually, people began to smell a rat.

Erom never made public appearances anymore, for the simple reason that he no longer had a physical body. And nothing except starvation and threats to offspring gets oppressed people more inclined to take action than an oppressor who is always absent.

A bully who never shows up is too abstract. Someone like the Wizard of Oz can use threats to keep people from investigating too closely for a time, and perhaps an extended time, but eventually someone will look behind the curtain and discover that the empire is based on gaslighting more than anything else. Eventually, the game will be up, and unless the Wizard does some quick thinking and produces goodies like a brain and a clockwork heart and a certificate that somehow confers courage upon its recipient, he’s in very big trouble.

For almost three years, Erom’s mind ran his empire from the bowels of the great station while copies of it were send out to the depths of space. The end of the whole thing came from the humblest of sources: Fire Brigade #4.

Many of the engineers and technicians and cleaning personnel who worked in the enormous space station had a secondary duty. They volunteered to join one of the brigades, and they trained in fire suppression.

Fire aboard any spacefaring vessel is no joke. Even if the flames and smoke fail to overcome everyone, once an inferno burns through the limited amount of oxygen aboard, it’s spacesuit or bust. Any civilization that has reached space has stories of disasters caused by flames inside the shelters they have built against the vacuum.

And so, even if they are only junior assistant custodians in their daily occupation, members of fire brigades in space are greatly respected. They are considered honorable. And they are absolutely deferred to when a fire is spotted or suspected.

The members of Fire Brigade #4 understood all of that. They also understood that the being who kept everyone in their society under his boot no longer wore boots at all, and that he in fact existed entirely within the hardware at the station’s core. The six volunteer firefighters plotted and planned and whispered in shadows and waited for their opportunity.

They picked a time an hour before a security shift change when even the most attentive officer tended to be thinking more about what he’d like to eat when he got off duty than about guarding a box that never seemed to face any threats at all.

One of the conspirators burned a stack of papers near a key ventilation system and set off the alarms in the core sector. The other five responded right away with their long-handled steel spears that served the same function as fire axes on Earth: to allow firefighters to punch through walls and reach a fire so that they could put it out.

Erom’s guards stood aside and allowed them to charge into the central room, and it took the guards thirty-five seconds to realize that the members of Fire Brigade #4 weren’t punching at a wall with their spears, but were instead perforating the cabinet that held Erom’s mind as fast as they could jab and reset and jab again.

The guards were unwilling to shoot at the members of Fire Brigade #4, because they feared missing the conspirators and blasting the hardware and making things even worse. They took ten seconds to squeeze through the doorway and tackle everyone, and that allowed a man named Vox, who by day was a waiter at the station’s executive cafeteria, enough time to deliver a kill shot. In the seconds the guards spent wrestling with his compatriots, Vox’s adrenaline-soaked muscles drove his weapon clean through a quantum matrix that made up an indispensable part of Erom’s digital mind and put an end to his consciousness.

There was a court martial. Death sentences were handed down to all members of Fire Brigade #4.

There was a regime change. The death sentences were lifted. The members of Fire Brigade #4 were promoted from death row inmates to heroes.

Once the celebrations died down, reasonableness began to reemerge in Erom’s civilization. There was one issue, though, that bothered the newly created Council of Elders that took control of the government. Erom was dead, but he was still out there as well, or at least copies of his mind were, in the form of radio waves.

“Can we recall the Erom transmissions, somehow?” the First of the new council asked.

“No,” the scientists said.

“Can he cause trouble for anybody else?”

“If one of the transmissions reaches a civilization that has a radio telescope which is connected to a computer, then possibly,” the scientists said.

“I see,” the First said. “Then we must send Prime, if he will agree to the assignment.”

In the end, the being named Prime agreed to what the First had in mind. He reported to the space station, underwent an atomic-level mind scan that killed his body, and had his mind loaded into newly assembled hardware.

Prime was more legend than anything else. He was something of a specialized police officer. He was also something of a monk who surfaced rarely, and who always pursued his own agenda, dispensing justice as he understood the concept. The closest human term that might describe him is “bounty hunter”.

When the scan was complete, technicians connected the hardware that housed his mind to the system that modulated the pulsar, and they sent copies of Prime racing out into the universe every fifty-eight minutes.


Chapter 16

I ducked through the second door and stepped onto the balcony. A wave of heat smacked me in the face and seemed to try to take the air from my lungs. As I had on my first trip outside, I wondered how the people who lived on Sunnyside ever grew accustomed to the temperature.

Gemini stepped through the door and closed it behind her. “Ugh!” she exclaimed. “It’s no better the second time!”

“Nope,” I said. I could feel sweat start to pop up on my forehead as I looked down at the scene below. What the balcony lacked in comfort it made up for by offering a spectacular view of the pavilion just beyond the end of the course.

I could also see the sizeable crowd that milled about on both sides of the street near the finish line. They walked about in light colored hats and white pants and long sleeved shirts of some kind of thin fabric, and I found it unbelievable that anyone could stand to be outside in the heat for extended periods. It’s amazing what the human body can adapt to.

Gemini said, “And at this...longitude, it’s never any temperature other than this?”

“Apparently not.”

Winnie had explained the basic set up to us. The yellow tape that stretched over the finish line down below was placed at the spot on the Grand Boulevard where the temperature was exactly 50.00 degrees Celsius (or 122 degrees Fahrenheit). The starting line at the other end of the Grand Boulevard was where the temperature was exactly -50.00 degrees Celsius (or -58 degrees Fahrenheit).

When the race started, competitors ran out of the heated Starting Pavilion just before go time and mounted their cycles in conditions that would cause frostbite in exposed skin in less than five minutes. The commissioner fired a starting pistol a minute after that, and the competitors started pedaling west.

It was a grueling task, becoming a member of the “100 Club”, a designation for people who completed the ride that saw the temperature swing a ridiculous 100 degrees Celsius. Top athletes completed the course in about twenty minutes, and regular riders might take thirty five minutes or even longer, but everyone suffered a great deal.

Gemini ducked her head and peeked under the sunshade that dominated the right side of the porch. “There it is,” she said.

I squatted down so that I could get the same view. From my crouch, I could see the orange sun standing just above the horizon. It appeared larger than Earth’s sun.

When I faced it directly, the heat was even more oppressive.

“Oof,” I said.

“And it always hangs right there...” Gem said. “It always looks like it’s just after sunrise here, for all time.”

“Apparently so.” I stood up, and my face felt relief for a moment, even though the air temperature remained very high. “I think I’ll go back inside until somebody is about to win the race.”

“Right behind you,” Gemini said.

We passed through the small door and closed it, then passed through a normal sized second door and reentered the apartment. King John and Winnie were sitting on a couch and cracking up about something.

When he saw me, King John said, “Winnie was just telling me about a man who cheated three years ago by installing a heating element under his cycle’s seat. But he couldn’t get it shut off on the second half of the course, and he had to abandon his ride and jump in a fountain to cool off his backside.”

“He hasn’t been allowed back in the race,” Winnie said. “He was entered in the competitive division, and the race organizers don’t have a sense of humor about breaking the rules if you’re trying to win.”

I heard a pleasant tone come from the vid screen on the wall.

“Here they come!” Winnie said.

The screen showed a giant tent that was identical to the one we could see with our own eyes from the balcony. The camera was positioned at its side, and in the half minute or so after the tone sounded, hundreds of competitors poured out through several openings and ran to their three wheeled cycles in the frigid conditions near the starting line.

The cycles were interesting. They had seats that looked like kitchen chairs without legs more than bicycle seats, and they allowed riders to sit upright with their legs thrust out in front to reach the pedals.

The racers were all dressed about the same. They wore tight bodysuits in a variety of colors, thick gloves, masks that covered their faces, ski caps, and goggles.

“No coats at the start?” Gemini asked.

Winnie said, “No. The rules only allow you to discard gloves and anything you wear above the shoulders. If you start in a coat, you have to finish in a coat, and no one wants that approaching the end of the race.”

The camera at the start of the course zoomed in on a group of several riders who had mounted up. Great plumes of steam poured through their face coverings every time they exhaled, and they had the aspect of dragons as they squirmed and writhed in their seats and waited. A new voice boomed over a loudspeaker somewhere in the background. “Thirty seconds to race start!!”

One of the cyclists in the camera shot stood up and started running back for the tent. The camera zoomed out and followed along, and Winnie started laughing. “Some of the newbies always give up before the start. It’s hard to describe what it’s like to sit out in that kind of cold for most of a minute in a bodysuit that’s basically underwear.”

“Have you done the race then?” King John asked.

“I’ve finished three times,” Winnie said with a modest grin.

King John’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow.”

The image on the screen shifted to a dozen cyclists who were positioned right at the starting line. They had numbers from 1 to 12 on their left legs. Winnie said, “These are the people with the fastest times in past years. They have the best chance to win, although sometimes an unknown from the back takes the trophy. The man in the green suit won last year.”

The racers up front were leaner and more muscular than anyone in the previous group, and they didn’t jostle around trying to keep warm. They sat motionless on their seats, and but for the steam created by their breathing, you could believe they were entirely comfortable.

The camera at the starting line zoomed out again and showed the entire field and the countless fans who lined both sides of the road. Unlike the competitors, the supporters wore thick hooded coats and lined boots.

“There are so many fans,” King John said.

Winnie said, “There are a great number of people who live there. They want to see the big show just as much as anyone else along the route.”

“How can they stand it?” King John asked. “The cold?”

“Well, if you can’t afford to live closer to the center of the Ribbon, you have to put up with constant hot or cold, one or the other. I grew up on Sunnyside on the edge of the desert in a place that was about the same temperature as where we are now. You get used to it.”

There was a blipping sound, and the crowd at the start said “FIVE!”

Four more blips spaced a second apart caused the crowd to count down the rest of the way to one, and then I heard the sharp crack of a starter’s pistol and the competitors started to roll as the fans on either side of them lifted up a great cheer.

“So at this point,” Winnie said, “you’re thanking God that you can get moving towards warmer conditions, but you can’t feel any changes for awhile, and you vaguely wonder if your leg muscles might be frozen solid and shatter if you use them to get your cycle up to speed.”

The camera zoomed in and refocused on the twelve riders who had started up front. Winnie said, “There’s a camera van that rolls just ahead of the race leader, and there’s another embedded with the main group, and one more at the rear that focuses on people in distress.

I asked, “And the leaders take twenty minutes?”

“Right. They’ll be wheeling through the Count’s estates about fifteen minutes from now and be visible from our balcony a few minutes after that.”

“Who’s the Count?” Gemini asked.

“Oh. I mean, he’s just the Count. His name is Monty Perkins. He was one of the first people the original astronauts cloned. When he grew up he took a slice of land about as wide as a football field and three miles top to bottom. The temperature on his land is always within a couple of degrees of perfect. He’s got something of a twilight paradise.

“A lot of the early clones took properties for themselves like that, but he’s the only one who’s had the money to keep his land intact over the years. I’m not sure how he pulls it off; taxes and the fees the Thirty Families used to charge for EXTs caused all the other big estate holders to sell off their land a bit at a time.”

“Huh,” King John said.

In the race, two of the leaders cast their ski caps and facemasks aside, and the crowd along the route roared approval. A graphic on the bottom of the screen read -35 Celsius / -31 Farenheit. “Ouch!” I said. “Kinda early to be getting rid of the warm clothes, isn’t it?”

Winnie laughed. “You’d think so, but you’d be surprised how fast you feel warm once you start moving and the temperature starts rising. And the people who are trying to win want to vent as much heat as they can now. It’s going to come crushing in on them soon enough.

The camera with the lead van zoomed in on a group of four riders who were all dressed the same and who rode fifty meters or so behind the leaders. The front of their suits featured a blue logo that I recognized from billboards on the last part of our drive to the Ribbon.

Electric Blue was a high caffeine soda that glowed a bright blue color and looked vaguely radioactive. It was apparently one of the best sellers on Glaxon-1. “Maximum Energy for a Maximum Day!” the billboards for the beverage said.

I noticed that the uniforms the four racers on the screen wore were short sleeved. “What’s with these guys?” I asked.

Winnie said, “They’re total nutters. They’re trying to join the ‘150 Club’, even though officially there’s no such thing.”

I thought about that for a second, and then asked, “So...they’re going to keep riding until the temperature is 100 Celsius?”

Winnie nodded. “Electric Blue has vans with ice baths in the back ready to meet them and ice them down. No one’s sure if they’re going to survive or not, which makes for great publicity. I think more people have been talking about the Electric Blue stunt than about who’s going to win the actual race this year.”

King John squinted and asked, “What’s that in Fahrenheit? 212 degrees, right?”

“Right,” Winnie said. “But the temperature goes up quick when you ride past Sunnyside, so they only have to go an extra three minutes or so beyond the regular finish line. Maybe they can do it.”

King John shook his head.

The camera refocused on the leaders just in time to see the first of them remove his gloves and toss them aside.


Chapter 17

Gemini asked Winnie, “Why are the images lighter and darker every so often? Did they set up spotlights for the race?”

Winnie shook her head. “There are moon towers along that part of the Boulevard.”

I didn’t know what a moon tower was, but King John apparently did. “I remember those!” he exclaimed. Gemini raised her eyebrows and invited him to elaborate, and he continued. “Before the Kinetic War, they’d put up these poles that were maybe thirty feet high along the highways on both sides. All of them had a circle of six big lights at the top, and they’d cast enough light so that it was easy to see the road at night. And they’d put a few of them up around restaurants and parks and other places people would go after dark.”

Gemini asked, “And so the road is always lit up?”

Winnie said, “That part of it is, yes. It’s always almost full dark on that end of the Boulevard.”

We continued watching the race on the vid screen, and I could hear loud shouts of both encouragement and disgust from flats all around us. The intensity of some of the reactions led me to believe that a fair number of spectators had more than a little bit of money wagered on the outcome of the race.

Three cyclists pulled away from the others. The man in the green suit who Winnie had pointed out as the last race’s winner was flanked by a cyclist who sported an orange bodysuit and another clad in light grey.

The three had opened up a sizeable gap between themselves and everyone else by the time they crossed halfway, or at least the first of three spots on the Grand Boulevard that could be considered halfway points.

The first of the midpoints was related to temperature. The graphic on the screen read “Leaders: +/- 0 Celsius” at that point. From that spot, the temperature apparently dropped off faster for someone headed east than it rose for someone headed west, because the mileage counter on the screen seemed to indicate that the cyclists had covered less than half of the course’s distance. I bit my lip and did some math in my head, trying to figure out why that would be.

Winnie must have noticed my look of concentration. “Wondering about the temperature climb being uneven?”

“I am,” I admitted.

“The short answer is that the hot side of Glaxon is hotter than the cold side is cold, and that the course is laid out over the widest range of temperatures that most people can tolerate. It makes everything off center.”

“Yeah...” I said. “And so then, they’ll get to halfway through the mileage next...and then to perfect twilight soon after that?”

“That’s right,” Winnie said. “And then on to the finish.”

“Huh,” I said.

King John asked, “How much further do the moon towers go?”

“Another mile or so,” Winnie said. “Then it’s always light enough for people to go about their business without them.”

As if matched to our conversation, the image on the screen shifted to a wide angle view of the dense crowd that stood along one of the sides of the Boulevard. A thick pole stood in the middle of a shot of several hundred fans who wore coats that looked fairly warm, but which were much lighter than those sported by the supporters at the starting line. The people near the moontower were in a cone of light, and they were easier to see than the fans who stood in the shadows further from the pole.

King John said, “It’s funny looking at part of a race course that’s only a handful of miles from here where the conditions are so different. I know that if I step out onto the balcony I’ll find bright sunshine and uncomfortable heat, but my brain doesn’t want to believe it.”

Winnie smiled at him. “I’ve had the same kind of feeling thinking about weather on other worlds.”

“How so?”

“Well...the conditions outside your home on Earth change season to season, correct? Or even day to day?”

“Hour to hour, actually. In the Realm, and also in eastern Oregon, where I grew up, a day might start at forty five degrees, and then warm up to seventy five, and then drop over an hour or two down to freezing or below if a cold air mass moves in.”

“That would take some getting used to,” Winnie said. “All my life, it you want to experience a meaningfully different outside temperature, it’s a deliberate choice. If you live on Sunnyside like I did as a girl, and you get sick of the heat and want to cool off, you decide to take a drive east to visit a friend or a park or an outdoor cafe that stands in a part of the Ribbon with more mild temperatures. And it goes both ways; we’d get visitors from Nightside who’d grown tired of the cold and would run around like maniacs in our parks and delight in the heat, at least for an hour. But new temperatures never, you know....they never just drop in on you on Glaxon-1.”

Gemini said to me, “I wonder if that would be better or worse. Being able to reliably select your outside conditions.”

“It’d be different, that’s for sure,” I said.

The commentators on the vid screen noted that the leaders were halfway through the course’s distance. The three riders were in a straight line, and they were taking turns out front. Every thirty seconds or so, the racer at the front would veer off slightly to the left, slow down a bit, allow the other two to pass by, and take a spot at the back of the line.

“They’re working together,” King John said.

Winnie nodded. “They’re taking turns being the windbreaker. There’s always a west-to-east wind on Glaxon-1, and it wears you out if you ride straight into it for too long. But if you work together like they’re doing, you get to ride behind the windbreaker and conserve your strength a majority of the time.”

“But then...is the last windbreaker the winner?”

Winnie laughed. “They’ll stop cooperating when they get about 500 yards from the finish line. After that, it’ll be a free for all.”

The camera angle changed again and showed that the three leaders were even further ahead of everyone else. They passed through a part of the course where the light seemed to be more even. “I guess they’ve passed the last of the moon towers?” I asked.

“They have. They’re almost to the point where it’s always perfect twilight.”

I looked at the temperature graphic in the corner of the screen. It read, “16.4 Celsius / 63.5 Farenheit.”

“So they’re in comfortable weather. Well, maybe slightly on the cool side, still.”

Winnie said, “True enough, but it doesn’t feel cool at all when you’re in the race. Your body has been clenching and shivering and desperately trying to hold onto heat. When you get to the true twilight it feels like a summer day.

“You’re comfortable, but you know that’s going to change very, very soon. Your muscles are also tired from working hard and your adrenaline level is starting to kick up because the race is more than half over...there are just so many things to deal with. That’s why anyone who actually manages to win one of these things becomes a legend around here. Even just completing the race elevates your status a lot.”

The lighting conditions around the racers on the screen changed rapidly. To me, it seemed like a turbocharged sunrise that happened over the course of a few minutes.

The cyclists’ expressions grew ever more determined, and ever more focused, at least until they got to a stretch of the Grand Boulevard that had no fans at all along the sides of the road. When they reached that part, the competitors actually slowed somewhat and all turned their heads to the right and gave a friendly, almost casual wave to someone.

The camera rotated and showed the recipient of the greeting from the riders. A middle aged man in a white suit made of some light fabric with a small pointed beard sat atop an elaborate picnic blanket in the middle of a perfectly manicured lawn. He sat near a stunningly beautiful woman who wore a necklace with a diamond the size of a robin’s egg.

Winnie said, “Huh. Looks like the Count has another new girlfriend.”

Gemini said, “I take it he has a lot of them.”

Winnie nodded. “At least several a year. The tabloids keep him on the front pages most of the time. And the bookmakers. You can bet on who he’ll date next, and how long his current relationship will last, and if you like long shots, on whether he’ll marry anyone at all in the next year, or five, or ten.”

The cyclists passed the edge of the perfect lawn and entered a stretch of road that was more crowded than ever with enthusiastic supporters. Winnie said, “I usually go out to the balcony about now, but we can wait until the last second if the heat is too much for you.”

King John waved a hand. “It’s not that much hotter than the Realm in the middle of the summer.” I thought the balcony was about twenty degrees warmer than any day I’d actually experienced on Earth, but I kept that to myself.

We passed through the two doors and stepped onto the shaded patio again. The heat was uncomfortable, but I knew what to expect and it didn’t seem as bad.

One interesting note. When I was out there talking to Winnie about who I thought would win, I noticed that my lips got cold. I found that somewhat alarming for a moment, and then it registered that I was feeling my own breath, which at 98.6 degrees felt much cooler than the 120 degree air out on the balcony. I was familiar with blowing on hands in the winter to keep them warm; I never figured I’d be in a place where I could potentially blow on my hands to cool them off.

After a few minutes, the crowd off to our left started to get loud, and the noise got nearer to us as the cyclists came in view to the spectators along the Boulevard a little bit to the east of us.

Over the next twenty seconds, the crowd over there got very loud, and everyone up on the balconies and down along our part of the Boulevard strained their necks and squinted and tried to catch a first glimpse of the leader.


Chapter 18

A man on a balcony a few floors above us in the next building over shouted, “There he is!!” just as I saw a green dot crest a small rise in the road. The crowd around us went wild. About five seconds later, I saw an orange dot, and people started jumping and shouting encouragement to the leader’s pursuer. The gray rider who had been in the lead group for most of the race was nowhere to be seen.

I watched the green and orange clad racers battle it out for a hundred yards and more. Their shoulders were rocking from side to side with each half revolution of their pedals. Green was keeping the distance between himself and Orange steady, and it looked like he wouldn’t be caught.

But then I heard a new roar from the crowd, and a man on a balcony just below us shouted what sounded like, “Marcel!!” I looked to my left and saw the gray suited cyclist approaching at a high rate of speed. He was a long way back, but he was absolutely devouring the gap between himself and his rivals.

It was thrilling. My brain shifted into a mode as old as humanity and tried to make what may be the oldest calculation: Can the predator catch the prey before it gets to safety?

I glanced to my right to confirm that the finish line was just about two hundred yards past our balcony and returned my attention to the three sprinters.

Orange, still in second place, was rattled. He kept looking over his shoulder, and each time he did, he lost a little bit of momentum. It was a bad strategy, but how many creatures who are being pursued can resist checking on the pursuer’s progress? Not many, I imagine.

Orange was going to be caught. I knew it, the crowd knew it, and he no doubt knew it himself. The only question was whether the green rabbit could get back to his warren (or the finish line, as the case may have been) a little bit ahead of the monster.

About thirty seconds later, the man in the gray bodysuit who may have been named Marcel blasted by Orange as if he were standing still. Orange cut his speed in half as soon as he fell into third place and continued on at an exhausted crawl.

I turned my attention to Green as he neared us and then passed our balcony. Winnie and King John clapped and shouted encouragement down to him.

Even though he was eighty feet below me, I could see that his face was beet red and that his breathing was moving the maximum amount of air his lungs could handle in great inhalations and exhalations. But for all that, his focus stayed straight ahead, and he resisted any urge to turn around and measure his lead.

Gemini shouted to me over the wild noise from the other fans, “I’ll bet he knows where the other man is from the sound of the crowd!” I looked at her and nodded, and I wondered if she was right.

A few seconds later, the man in gray approached and then passed our location. His face was less red, and the main thing I remember about him is that although he was in many ways a person of average size, his thigh muscles were enormous. They looked like they belonged on a cartoon superhero more than a man as they pistoned his pedals through their revolutions as easily as a bodybuilder’s hands cranking an eggbeater.

Everyone on the balconies and the street down below jumped and screamed and went absolutely crazy and turned their heads fast to track his progress when he passed them by.

He was about thirty yards behind Green, directly behind and gaining fast. He closed the gap to fifteen yards, and then five, and then he peeled off to the right to try to pass.

The crowd shouted, “OH!!”, but Green wasn’t ready to give up the title so easily. He lurched to the right and cut off his rival at the last possible second, and the crowd screamed, “AHH!!!” as Gray slowed a fraction to avoid a collision, lurched the other way, and tried to pass by on the left. Gemini grabbed my arm with both of her hands and squeezed it hard.

The two men settled in side by side and rode in what looked like a dead heat and crossed the line at what seemed to my eye to be the same instant.

And then I saw two fists at the ends of arms wrapped in grey rise up and punch the air and the crowd went wild and Gemini shouted, “What?!” at the same time Winnie shouted, “Yes!” and King John shouted, “I knew it!!” and we all wore the smiles of people who had seen something amazing.

“Incredible!” I said to Gemini, and she said, “Wasn’t it?!” And then I heard the crowd to the left of our balcony, away from the finish line, roar as loudly as they had a minute before and I turned and saw a group of four riders in bright blue bodysuits crest the small rise.

The Electric Blue team, I learned later, fielded serious athletes. All of them had placed in the top ten in races in previous years, and they worked as a smooth unit in a block with two riders in front and two behind. The two windbreakers stayed in front through the team’s entire approach to our balcony and never took a turn at the back, and Winnie shouted, “I wonder if only two of them are actually going to try to make it through the whole 150 degrees?”

When they passed by us, I noticed that more than a few fans on balconies and on the street popped open a can of Electric Blue soda and made a show of pouring the drink from far above their heads in choppy glowing streams that splashed into and around their mouths.

Winnie was right about the team’s plan. When they got to the finish line, the two windbreakers peeled off and came to a stop. The remaining riders barreled past the line and continued down the Grand Boulevard. One of them took the lead, and the other settled in behind as they passed the recovery tent and the last of the buildings. They headed for an empty part of the road that apparently was too hot for cost-effective habitations, and they were almost out of sight when Winnie said, “Come on!” and led us back inside to watch what happened next on the vid monitor.

Seventy five degrees has never felt more frigid than it did when we reentered the apartment. The temperature swing was half refreshing and half painful when it washed over me, and I almost expected steam to emerge from my mouth when I exhaled.

The vid announcers were going crazy as they described the action beyond the finish line. The camera zoomed in on the rider behind the new windbreaker. He had a chiseled jaw and designer sunglasses and a perfect day-and-a-half of beard growth. The text at the bottom of the screen showed that he went by the improbable name “Ricky Proton,” and that he and his teammate were riding in a temperature of 71 Celsius / 160 Fahrenheit.

The camera panned and showed a second finish line about a half mile ahead. It featured some kind of a low wall standing across the road and a short above ground pool just beyond it.

Winnie watched in awe and said, “I think he might actually make it.”

The windbreaker strained for another fifteen seconds and then veered off the road. Two men wearing insulated suits jumped out of a frozen food truck with large Electric Blue logos on the sides, grabbed him, and threw him into the back. An amazing amount of vapor escaped from the rear doors before they got them shut.

The camera returned to Ricky Proton as he rode on alone. His face was in a desperate grimace, and an instinct to breathe deeply seemed to be at war with an instinct to not inhale the blazing hot air he rode through. The temperature bar at the bottom of the screen read 90 Celsius / 194 Fahrenheit, and old Ricky Proton looked like he might faint or explode or melt or all three.

But then he opened his mouth and roared and pedaled harder over the final hundred yards. The camera was able to capture both him and the finish line, and I could see that the short wall was an inflated barrier and the short above ground pool beyond it was filled with a glowing, semi-frozen blue slush that was presumably an enormous Electric Blue slurpee. Several figures in insulated suits and helmets stood around the pool waiting.

“My, goodness,” King John said.

The microphone near the finish line caught what I can only describe as a shriek-wheeze coming from Mr. Proton about once a second.

“Oh my God,” Gemini said, leaning forward towards the vid screen.

I’ll say this for the crazy man: he was a real pro. With ten yards to go, he grabbed two bottles of Electric Blue soda from a rack somewhere, stood up on his pedals, and let out a primitive cool-guy howl as his bike hit the inflatable wall that read “150 CLUB” at the second finish line.

The cycle stopped, but he didn’t. He was thrown over the handlebars, and he managed to execute a near-perfect swan dive into the pool and hold onto both bottles of soda until he and they disappeared into the icy mess.

The four of us exclaimed, “No!! / Holy Moly!! / Wow!! / Gah!!” and I heard similar loud exclamations from the apartment’s floor and ceiling and walls as everyone in the units around us reacted similarly. On the screen the people in jumpsuits around the pool jumped up and down and gave each other high fives.

The image showed one of the bottles of soda that the man of the hour had carried break the surface of the blue slush. After a second or so, the other one emerged and started to bob in small waves. Nothing else surfaced.

One of the jumpsuit wearers around the pool said, “Ricky?” and then, “RICKY!!” and all seven of them dove into the pool and started to thrash about. “Here!!” one of them shouted, and all the others waded that way.

They fished a lifeless looking Ricky Proton out of the pool and managed to get him over the side and onto an icy looking mat of some kind where three EMTs huddled around him. I heard them say, “Cardiac arrest!” and “Crash cart right now!!”

Gemini looked very concerned when I glanced at her. And then she squinted at the screen and said, “What’s the little guy doing?”

While the EMTs worked on revving up a pair of paddles, the shortest person in a jumpsuit put a bottle of Electric Blue in an unresponsive Ricky Proton’s right hand and wound something around his hand and the bottle three times. “Is that a rubber band, maybe?” I asked.

One of the EMTs shouted “CLEAR!!” and shoved the short man aside while his partner pressed paddles to either side of Ricky Proton’s chest and thumbed the activation buttons.

Mr. Proton’s back arched, went flat, and then he sat straight up and came in perfect view of a camera that must have been held a bit beyond his feet. He projectile vomited out a tremendous blue stream, drew in a great breath, and said, “AAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!”

Before he stopped his extended, bug eyed, caveman scream, the short man in the jumpsuit was apparently able to grab hold of Ricky’s elbow and raise his forearm and hand into the camera shot. In the still photo that became famous, you can see that someone else is supporting Ricky’s arm, and you can see that a tight green rubber band is the only thing holding a soda bottle in his limp hand, but you sure can see the Electric Blue logo clearly.

Ricky Proton ended up being OK.

He went on to simultaneously date all five members of the girl band Supernova Babydolls.

Electric Blue’s profits went up 645%.


Chapter 19

We spent much of the next hour watching the rest of the race’s finishers get to the line. We saw most of them on the vid screen, but we popped outside a few times to get a look at some of the notables with our own eyes.

We went out to cheer for a sixteen year old who was in his first race and stood to finish in the top fifty. “That kid’s gonna win a lot of these when he’s older,” Winnie said as he pedaled by looking more thrilled than exhausted by the grueling race.

We went outside again to see a man in a bodysuit that was striped red and white like a candy cane ride by surrounded by an escort of doctors and nurses. He had beaten ALS, and he got cheers from everyone on the Grand Boulevard that were less manic than those given to the leaders but which were warmer.

There wasn’t any such thing as incurable cancer in the 30th Century. The same was true for heart disease and circulatory disorders, and most neurological conditions. But one of the few things that was still usually fatal was Lou Gehrig’s disease. The mechanism that caused it remained poorly understood, and it was still notable when a patient contracted it and then was treated and returned to health.

Doctors and medical AIs normally prescribed sure-thing courses of treatment or handled emergency situations that involved stabilizing patients after severe accidents. It was rare for a team of medical personnel to play a long term game of chess against an illness that might or might not prove to be winnable, and the doctors and nurses riding down below looked almost as happy to see their patient completing the race as he was.

We also saw a woman finish who was the oldest person in the race, at least biologically speaking. Even though the cost of EXTs was negligible, about 15% of people didn’t take them because of religious beliefs or philosophical objections or for reasons of their own. That was true back home in the Realm, and it was true on Glaxon-1.

The woman down below was 62, which was about the same biological age as Grandpa John and Grandma Annabelle. “Tough as nails!” Gemini exclaimed as the woman rode below us.

After she passed by, we went back inside and cooled off until the image on the vid screen shifted to an exhausted but determined looking man in a polka dot bodysuit who the announcers proclaimed to be the “last man on the course”.

“Oh, this is always interesting,” Winnie said. “The rules say you’re out of the race if a foot or any other part of your body touches the ground after you cross the start line, or if your speed ever drops to 0.0 kilometers per hour. So eventually, there’s a last person who hasn’t committed either type of foul and who’s still inching along.”

We went out to the scorching balcony one last time, and I spotted the polka-dotted man about two football fields away from our location. The crowd had thinned out, but those who remained on balconies and by the street shouted encouragement. Two people in light blue EMT jumpsuits walked on either side of him and handed him bottles of chilled water from time to time. It looked to me like he was moving along at about two miles per hour, and I suspected that if he were on a two wheeled bicycle and not a three wheeled cycle, he would have lost his balance at some point.

He seemed to slow even further, and I thought he’d overheat a few hundred meters short of the finish line, but King John and the last-place man on the cycle and I heard a shout coming from the area of the finish line at the same time. King John looked to his right first, did a double take, and exclaimed, “How can the Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders be here?!” I followed his gaze and saw a group of about twenty women wearing tall white boots and a tiny amount of other clothing jumping and high kicking and waving blue pom poms.

Winnie smiled. “They’re the Meyer City Cowboys here. I think all the colony worlds have a football team where the players wear silver and blue and the cheerleaders dress like that.”

The last man on the course certainly took notice. He started to pick up speed, and the EMTs who flanked him stopped walking and started jogging and then started to run. The crowd went crazy as the exhausted man, who was an accountant named Ned, finished the course and was mobbed by a group of beautiful women for the first time in his life.

After that, race officials hustled to break down barricades and get the Grand Boulevard reopened to traffic, and the four of us got out of the heat.

When we were back inside, Winnie said, “I’ve stocked the refrigerator. It’s not worth it to try to go eat anywhere for a couple of hours after the race; everywhere’s way too crowded. Who wants to help me make lunch?”

King John snapped to attention right away and said, “At your service,” with enthusiasm. I was willing to help, and so was Gemini, but preparing food hadn’t been part of the scene when we grew up. Except for Leo’s strawberries, Al had prepared almost all of the food for everyone on the Potato.

Neither Gem nor I had cooked a meal at all until we got to Earth, and we still didn’t cook very often. Aries and Andromeda were the only people who had been born on the Potato who seemed to relish preparing food from basic ingredients.

But King John was a native of pre-Kinetic War Earth, and he had grown up helping his parents run the kitchen at the motel they owned in Oregon. He looked more than happy at the prospect of cooking. “What have we got to work with?” he asked.

“Come and see,” Winnie said.

Gemini and I tagged along and pitched in for a little while peeling potatoes and then cubing and mashing them, but we didn’t help for long. It wasn’t laziness; it just seemed like we were intruding.

King John and Winnie stood closer than they needed to, and they spoke as if shaping hamburger into patties and then seasoning them was the most interesting thing possible. When King John’s apron came untied, Winnie retied it for him, and her hand lingered on his back. Neither one of them complained or asked for more help making lunch when Gemini and I drifted into the living room.

We sat on the couch and watched post race coverage. Winnie said in a quiet voice, “Looks like a fourth interplanetary romance, maybe.”

“Fifth,” I said.

“Fifth? Oh, Lynx, that’s right.”

Lynx had recently married one of the castaways we rescued from the planet Camelot when we battled the Entirety. My leg was healed up from that trip, but it still aches a little bit when it’s about to rain.

Both of the young men we brought back to Earth had wooed Lynx, but she fell for the dark haired brother and the two of them lived in a log cabin on the Lemon Tree Moon. They joined four other couples who had been born on different worlds: Cassiopeia and Leo, Jack and Laura, Banner and Alexis, and Maestro and Andromeda.

Gemini said, “It’s always amazing to me when people who’ve grown up on different worlds fall for each other.”

I shrugged. “It’s been going on forever. It’s not much different than someone travelling to the American colonies from the Old World and finding someone.”

“I guess not,” she said. She grinned and added, “I’m sure there’s a long-lost letter out there somewhere that says,” and here Gemini shifted to a voice that sounded like an Englishwoman in an old movie, “Dear Constance, I have arrived at Plymouth, and I must report, dear heart, that these Pilgrim men are...smoking...hot!!”

I laughed out loud and then made up my own scenario. “Or two Roman guys roll up to Pompeii in a chariot and one says, ‘Titus, I’m not sure that volcano is actually dormant,’ and the other one says, ‘Mmm? No idea. But say, Quintus old friend, what do you suppose that redhead’s name is?’”

We snickered and played our game of inventing increasingly ridiculous romances in ancient times between travelers and love interests they found among the Greeks and the Egyptians and the Canaanites until Winnie announced that lunch was ready.

The meal was amazing. We each had a hamburger with a half pound of beef on a bun that had been toasted in butter and which was topped with cheese and grilled pickles and some kind of barbecue sauce. A mountain of seasoned mashed potatoes took up a quarter of the plates, and a bowl of seasoned beans took up the rest of the available space on them. An enormous glass of sweating iced tea sat at each place as well.

“We used to have something like this at my parent’s motel,” King John said. We called it the ‘Texas Plate’.”

I sat down, and at first I didn’t think I’d be able to finish half of the food in front of me. But the bucket-sized glass of tea changed the equation, somehow. As I drank it, it seemed to override the signals from my stomach to my brain that said, “You’re full, Persius,” and replace them with signals that said, “There’s plenty more room down here, buddy.” I have no idea why that should have been, but over the next twenty minutes, I ate absolutely everything.

After we had the dishes cleaned up, Winnie said traffic would be thinned out enough to move around, and we closed up the borrowed apartment. I sort of waddled down to the hover car. “I’ve almost never been this full,” I told Gemini when we were about halfway there.

The traffic was still heavy on the Grand Boulevard, but it moved along well. AIs drove all of the vehicles, and even though the road only had two paved lanes in each direction, there were actually six lanes open heading east and six more heading west.

The slowest two lanes in each direction were at surface level, and they were used by vehicles that couldn’t hover. People were still stuck in bumper to bumper conditions down there, and they crawled along at somewhere between walking and jogging pace.

Above the ground lanes were the hover lanes, and that’s where we travelled. There were fewer vehicles where we were, and we moved along about four times faster than the cars below.

There was a third set of lanes up above us, and the few vehicles that used them whizzed along at high speed. Winnie said that you had to be rich to afford the permits you needed to travel up there, and most of the cars up high had old and pedigreed name badges. I saw Bentleys and Cadillacs and Maseratis, among others.

In less than half an hour, we passed from bright sunshine into twilight into near darkness into total darkness and reached the east end of the Grand Boulevard. Most but not quite all of the traffic soon dissipated. “Who else is heading out into the dark?” Gemini asked.

Winnie shrugged and said, “There’ll be a few young people around looking for a place to drink or fool around for a few more miles, and there are a couple of hermits who live out here, but we’ll be all alone in about five or ten miles.

She was right. We were soon the last vehicle around, and we settled in for the six hour trip back to the radio telescope facility in the center of the darkside.

I had a lot of digesting to do, and I leaned over and put my head on Gem’s shoulder and started to drift off to sleep. I wondered if Pete had discovered anything about the radio signal.


Chapter 20

I drifted off for awhile. When I started to wake up, I heard Winnie and King John talking softly in the front seats.

“Your life so far is like a three act play,” Winnie said.

“So it is,” King John said. “And here’s hoping it has a long third act and no need for a fourth. Waking up from cryosleep twice is more than enough, thank you.”

I repositioned my head onto a softer part of Gemini’s shoulder and cracked my eyes open. I saw darkness beyond all the windows. I glanced at Gemini, and there was just enough glow cast by the screens near Winnie and King John in the front seats for me to see that she was asleep. I closed my eyes again.

“Do you miss the other acts?” Winnie asked. “I’ve never had a reset bigger than heading off to college or taking a new job.”

“Sure,” King John said. “Act I was so simple. I went to school, and I played baseball, and I helped my parents run their motel, and that was about it. I’d pay a great deal to have one more morning in dear old Oregon helping my dad set up the concessions booth next to the area where our guests would launch their model rockets. We had an old satellite radio receiver out there, and Dad always had it on the baseball channel. We’d debate batting orders and trades and who we thought would win the pennant while we worked.”

“Would you have stayed there? If there hadn’t been a war?”

King John thought about it, and then said, “I don’t know. I was all set to go to the University of Oregon the next fall – I had my Ducks hat and sweatshirt and everything – so I would’ve spent four years mostly there. But whether I’d have ended up back home and running the motel? Maybe, but if my life has taught me anything, it’s that you never know how things are going to go next.”

“I guess so,” Winnie said.

“Yeah. So I miss Oregon, sometimes. And then in Act II, I was in at the beginning of starting a new country. And we had to fight for it and take it from the bad guys. But it wasn’t just the Realm – I built a family, too. I was in what would have been the prime of my life in the days before life extension treatments.”

“The prime of life,” Winnie said. “I like that. It’s kind of a foreign concept, now.”

“I suppose it is at that,” King John said. “Everyone seems to be at peak strength and intelligence almost indefinitely. That used to be a thirty or forty year window, followed by another two or three decades of reasonable abilities. And then, glaah!”

I could hear King John slump over in his seat and pretend to perish, and Winnie giggled. Then she asked, “And so are you, ah, please don’t be offended.”

“I won’t be. Go ahead.”

“I’ve just never gotten to know anyone who hasn’t had regular EXTs. I mean...how old are you?”

“Six hundred and fifty.”

Winnie laughed. “I mean, you know...”

“Not counting cryosleep?”

“Yes.”

“I’m at the last part of what I was calling ‘the prime of life’, I’d say. But I’m taking EXTs now, so I’ll stay this age. How about you?”

“How old am I?”

“Yes. I have trouble guessing ages myself; everyone looks about thirty.”

Winnie said, “That’s actually about right for me. I’m thirty three. I started taking EXTs a few years ago.”

“And so you’ll be as lovely as a sunrise for all time, or nearly for all time.”

When King John said that, I would have paid five hundred marks cash to have a wizard or leprechaun or something materialize and place me under a sleeping spell. When Winnie told him a man could do worse than to freeze his age at the “rugged peak of his accomplishments” I would have paid a thousand.

They flirted some more. After a minute, they got quiet, and I was pretty sure they were kissing, but I kept my eyes shut and minded my own business. Then I took a quick peek, and yeah, they were making out.

{{EDITOR’S NOTE: Anthony – another golden opportunity here, my guy. You’re still pretty new to this, so here’s a quick tutorial on bestsellers. There are mostly two kinds. Type 1: Simple mysteries. You know, like the book has two characters and one of them kills a guy. Type 2: The elves or the detectives or whatever have to get busy. So I’m begging you, add me a page or two like that in this scene. – Jerry}}

Despite the awkwardness of the situation, by some miracle I was actually able to fall back asleep. I only woke up again when the van announced that we were twenty minutes from the radio telescope facility.

I think the announcement woke everyone up. All four of us stretched and made the quiet, nonspecific sounds of people returning to consciousness. After a minute, Winnie turned on a dim light and opened a compartment in the front of the van. “Does anyone else want a drink?” she asked.

“Yes,” Gemini said. “What do you have?”

“Water, orange juice...” she moved her hand around in what must have been a slushy layer of ice cubes. “Cokes.”

“We have Cokes?!” King John and I said at the same time.

“Uh, huh. Do you want one?”

“Yes,” I said with enthusiasm.

“Please,” King John said with more enthusiasm.

Gemini asked, “Now?”

I looked at her and shrugged. You can’t beat an ice cold Coke first thing when you wake up. Jack and Banner understand.

It looked like King John understood as well. He popped the top on his can right away and took three great pulls at it. “AHH!” he said. Winnie snickered and handed a dripping can back to me.

“Water, please, Winnie,” Gemini said.

I cracked open my can. I’d been asleep for long enough to have morning mouth, but the sharp bite of the almost frozen Coke cut right through it. “Mmm...” I said.

Gem smiled at me and shook her head a little bit.

After I drank about half of the Coke, I hit my collar mic and asked, “Hey Pete, can you give me any update on the signal?”

“Yes, Captain,” Pete said. “The signal is definitely code. It is creating an image on the screen in the quarantined computer system that is increasing in resolution at a geometric rate.” I tried to picture what Pete was describing.

Rebecca chimed in and helped me out. “The image on the screen started out as a single pink square. After twenty seven minutes, it became four squares, two pink and two red. After another twenty seven minutes, it became nine squares in a variety of colors.”

“How many times has it increased its resolution?” I asked.

“Seven, Captain,” Pete said. “The image is now an eight by eight grid of sixty four large pixels which change colors periodically.”

“Can either of you tell what the image is?”

“I cannot, Captain,” Pete said.

“It might be a face, but I’m less than 50% certain of that,” Rebecca said.

“Huh.”

Gemini asked, “And the system is in a Faraday cage and completely isolated from anything else?”

“Yes, Commander,” Pete said.

“Alright, well, we’ll be there soon and take a look at it,” I said.

“Yes, Captain.”

To Winnie, I said, “Well, it sounds like you’ve definitely picked up something.”

She shook her head. “First contact with something intelligent, maybe, after all this time.”

“Well...” Gemini said.

Winnie looked at her. “What?”

“We’ve, ah, actually encountered other species. Once or twice. But probably not the same ones who sent your signal.”

“You’re kidding,” Winnie said. “Smart species?”

“Yes,” Gemini said. We told Winnie about the Qrail, and about the Entirety. Winnie’s mouth hung open for most of the story, and she shook her head at several of the revelations. When we got to a stopping point, she asked, “But you don’t think my signal is from one of them?”

“Probably not,” I said. “If your signal is actually from a pulsar more than 10 billion light years away...”

“It definitely is,” Winnie said. “I’m sure of it.”

“OK, so then if it’s that old...I’m pretty sure that the two species we’ve encountered weren’t around yet in that era. My guess is that you’ve discovered something from a third kind of alien.”

Winnie looked out the window and at the night sky that always hung overhead on the radio telescope’s side of Glaxon-1. “I wonder how many species that can think are out there?”

“They’re rare,” I said. “We’re certain that there isn’t anything intelligent on at least 15 million of the worlds around here. But it’s a big universe. Maybe there are a lot of them out there somewhere.”

Winnie said, “I won’t ask how you’re certain about the 15 million worlds. I have enough new ideas to think about for now, thank you.”

I smiled. Through the windshield, I saw a dim light crest the horizon up ahead in the distance. “That must be your facility.”

Winnie turned her head and looked. “Yep. Home sweet home.”

Ten minutes later we were back in Winnie’s garage. We waited a couple of minutes for the area to heat back up a bit, and then we exited the van, stretched our legs, and headed towards the door that led to the facility’s great circular interior.

Two avatars sat behind the main table where they’d set up the siloed computer system that wasn’t allowed to talk to any other systems. Both of the avatars appeared male. One of them was familiar, but not the other. I walked to the latter. “Is that you in there, Rebecca?”

Rebecca’s voice came from the second avatar. “It is, Percy.”

“Not in your usual ride today, I see.”

“No. This one has better optical sensors, and I figured we might need them.”

“Ah.”

Pete, in his usual avatar, said, “The resolution of the image has increased again, Captain, and it just started to generate audio.” We walked over to the table, fanned out behind the avatars, and had a look for ourselves.

There was a nine by nine grid of pixels in a square that took up a lot of the old fashioned screen atop the box that housed the system’s hardware. The pixels moved in a pattern that stopped every few seconds, froze, reset, and then repeated itself.

While the pixels were shifting, a pattern of five buzzes emerged from the system’s small speakers. Buzz Buzz Buzz Buzz-Buzz.

Gemini tilted her head to the side. “That has to be a face, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“I agree,” King John said. “Those two areas look like eyes, and the area that moves the most has to be a mouth, I think.”

Winnie looked at the image and said, “Well then, the buzzing has to be words, right? I wonder what it’s trying to say.”

As soon as she spoke, the image stopped repeating itself. The dark areas that looked kind of like eyes seemed to orient themselves in Winnie’s direction, and she flinched and moved back. The audio stopped, and the screen went blank.

“What happened, Pete?” I asked.

“Unknown, Captain.”

The audio started again, this time unaccompanied by any images. The five syllables sounded synthetic, and almost canned. They were echoey and metallic and barely understandable, but they delivered a message that was no longer just undifferentiated buzzing. When they started again, we could comprehend them.

Speaking in English, whatever was running inside the isolated system said, “You. Are. In. Dan...ger.”

As soon as it finished, every light in the interior of the radio telescope facility surged brighter and then turned off, and we were left standing in absolute darkness.


Part III - The Emporer and the Fire


Chapter 21

Gemini grabbed my hand and moved closer to me. After a few seconds of total darkness, a subtle hum broke the silence and dim red lights illuminated around the perimeter of the facility somewhere up above the elevated walkway.

Gem looked up at me with wide eyes. King John had an arm around Winnie, and his head swiveled around the great room looking for threats. I’d never seen him look like a hunter, and I had the thought, He wasn’t an ordinary king back in the day. He was a warrior-king who took his lands by force. My mild-mannered assistant suddenly looked like a man who would prove dangerous to anyone he deemed an adversary.

A flash of light caught my eye, and when I turned towards it I saw that the image was back on the screen in the isolated system on the table. The resolution had increased again, and the grid of pixels that before had looked only approximately like a face was now clearly a face, although the placement of the eyes seemed off. The pale image had strange hair as well that seemed to glow, or which at least played some trick with the shadows that fell across the rest of the face.

It rotated its eyes to King John, and it spoke again. “You must release me. You are in great danger.” The clarity of the speech was improved along with the image, and it sounded much less canned. The voice seemed to be pleading with us.

“It may be a trick,” King John said.

Winnie asked, “How can it kill the lights from inside a Faraday cage?”

“It can’t,” Pete’s avatar said.

In the corner of my eye, I saw an unusual motion, and I noticed that Rebecca’s avatar had developed some kind of a tic. Its head was jerking to the side every couple of seconds, and its mouth seemed to hang open at a strange angle, but I wondered if that was a trick of the red light. “Rebecca?” I asked.

Her avatar’s entire torso began to pitch forward every few seconds in great jerking convulsions. “Rebecca!” Gemini shouted.

Rebecca’s avatar slumped forward until its torso was parallel to the ground, and although it stayed on its feet, it went still.

“Rebecca has returned to the 198,” Pete said. “I recommend your immediate evacuation to the ship, Captain.” He slid his avatar between me and the other avatar and assumed a defensive posture.

“Agreed,” I said, but before any of us got moving for the facility’s main entrance, the avatar that had housed Rebecca’s consciousness until a moment before began to straighten up. Its movements were smooth and steady, and when it stood straight it looked at each of us in turn, first King John, then Winnie, then Pete’s avatar, then Gem, and myself last.

The avatar’s attention was one of the scarier things I’ve experienced. It studied me with a clinical and neutral facial expression, and it seemed like it was evaluating my weaknesses and calculating whether I might be useful enough to justify my continued existence.

When its gaze left me, it turned its attention to the monitor in the Faraday cage and it showed emotion for the first time. “You!” it said.

Pete stepped forward and grabbed the other avatar and held it for a moment, but almost faster than I could track, the other avatar crouched down and escaped Pete’s bear hug, sprung back up, and punched him in the face once as he stood and again as he started to fall and a third time before he hit the ground.

A mechanical eyeball fell from Pete’s eye socket and began a slow roll across the floor that made the green iris describe a wide irregular circle. The four of us still on our feet cried out and cringed and shuffled back.

The avatar that had been taken over somehow looked all around the interior of the great round room in a rapid sweeping motion, settled on something, and began to walk rapidly in the direction of the area with the bunks. “You are almost out of time,” the face on the vid screen said.

“Let’s get out of here!!” Gemini hissed, pulling my arm. But my feet stayed put, because every bit of my mental energy was busy overclocking my brain to make a kind of very, very quick survival assessment that creatures large and small can only make in the presence of a predator. My crazy-fast thinking, approximately, was:

There’s a monster in here that has taken control of Rebecca’s avatar.

Gem is in here.

Any price, including death, is acceptable to protect Gem from the monster.

The thing isolated in the Faraday cage can’t have escaped the cage and taken over Rebecca’s avatar unless I completely misunderstand the laws of physics.

I don’t completely misunderstand the laws of physics.

The thing in the Faraday cage has to be a second monster.

I don’t know anything about the second monster.

The second monster could be worse.

The first monster seems likely to slaughter Gem and me and the rest of us as soon as it retrieves whatever it’s after.

Any new element at all improves the current situation.

Beggars can’t be choosers.

Release the second monster.

I reached out, grabbed hold of the Faraday cage with both hands, and yanked it up and over the isolated computer hardware and monitor.

Along the curved wall, Rebecca’s former avatar punched a pane of glass in front of a large fire extinguisher. The glass shattered, and the avatar reached inside and retrieved the extinguisher, pivoted, and started to walk back towards us in the center of the room.

Only then did I allowed Gem to lead me to the exit. The last thing I saw before I turned to run was the head of Pete’s avatar jerk to the side as it lay on the ground.

Winnie reached the exit first, and in the dim red light I heard a single rattle, and then a rapid series of rattles, and then the thud of a door being kicked. “It’s locked!” Winnie exclaimed.

Back in the center of the room, Rebecca’s avatar arrived at the large data cube and monitor that were no longer surrounded by the Faraday cage. It lifted the fire extinguisher up high, looked at the monitor, and snarled. It said, “Sorry you wasted a trip, Prime,” and gritted its teeth. It brought the extinguisher down with incredible force and shattered the data cube into three large pieces and countless smaller ones.

The avatar delivered a new crushing blow to each of the three large pieces, and then bashed several of the resulting medium sized chunks of hardware for good measure before it turned its attention back to us. It smiled and took a step in our direction, but then it stopped, frowned, and looked down.

Pete’s avatar (or the one Pete had been populating – I was hoping he’d followed Rebecca’s lead and recalled his consciousness to the 198) had hold of its ankle. Rebecca’s former avatar twisted and strained, but it couldn’t break the one-eyed avatar’s grip.

It said, “You should have stayed on the home world and retired, Prime.” It lifted the fire extinguisher up high and brought it down hard on Pete’s avatar. The hand at the end of the arm went limp, and the standing avatar was able to break free, but before it could do anything else, the avatar on the ground brought one of its legs around in a sweeping arc and knocked it from its feet.

The fire extinguisher dropped from Rebecca’s avatar’s hands and rolled out of reach. Pete’s avatar lunged forward, and Rebecca’s avatar lunged back, regained its feet, and sprinted for the metal staircase that led up to the catwalk which ran around the circular room far above the floor.

Pete’s avatar stood and gave chase, and soon both of them had clanged up the stairs and disappeared up above but for vague spots of darkness visible through the open metal lattice that formed the elevated walkway.

Winnie whispered, “The garage!” The four of us sprinted across the room, but Winnie found that the door to the garage was also locked and she shouted a curse.

“What weapons do you have?” King John asked. Winnie thought for a brief moment and said, “The kitchen!”

Up above, we heard loud sounds from two sets of robotic feet as the avatars apparently pursued one another around the walkway.

ClangClangClangClang!!

ClungClungClungClung!!

After a few seconds, I caught a glimpse of Rebecca’s former avatar moving at a ridiculous rate, and a second later, the other sped through the portion of the catwalk that was directly across from us and fully visible from our vantage point.

We followed Winnie to the kitchen area, and she began a quick search through one of the drawers there. She handed a long cutting knife to Gemini and a meat cleaver to me. She offered King John a wicked looking fork with two elongated prongs, but he said, “Too short,” and she kept it for herself. King John went back to the bedroom area, tore the shade off of a tall standing lamp, and took the rest of it and held it like a quarterstaff. From the way he twisted it in efficient graceful small arcs and tested it for balance, I thought it might end up being far more dangerous than any of the kitchen items.

Above us, the sounds of running footsteps became the more irregular sounds of a struggle and the avatars smashed against railings and workstations and whatever else was up there.

The noise from the impacts grew more intense, and then louder, and at the end, crunchier, and I had no doubt that one of the avatars had the upper hand and was mangling the other. And then a head rolled off the edge of the walkway and fell to the floor near the break room area, bounced once, and came to a stop facing us. I saw the one eyed stare of Pete’s avatar on the severed head’s face.

The noise on the catwalk became the sounds of footsteps once again, but the pace was much slowed. Clang…clang…clang…clang.

King John spaced his hands evenly and held the standing lamp horizontally in front of him. He backed up, and in so doing he kept Winnie and Gem and myself behind him and herded us to the part of the round room that was furthest from the staircase.

Clang…clang…clang…clang.

None of us said anything. The avatar’s footsteps and our own heavy breathing made the only sounds.

After a time that seemed to run both more quickly and more slowly than normal, a foot became visible on the staircase. Then came the other foot, shins, and knees.

I entered an odd state of mind, and it seemed like I was in a situation that involved me, but which I wasn’t a part of, if that makes any sense at all. I became detached, and I felt more like I was studying a mathematical theorem than facing a deadly danger.

I’m probably toast here, I thought without fear or panic. But maybe if I go batcrap crazy and manage to help King John out a little bit, Gem can survive.

The rest of Rebecca’s avatar became visible, and it descended the remaining stairs and started for us. I saw King John roll his shoulders and balance his weight on the balls of his feet, and I took a firmer grip on my cleaver.

When the avatar had closed to about five paces from us, it stopped. It raised a hand. I expected to be attacked, and I prepared to go down swinging.

But the avatar didn’t attack. It twisted its raised wrist, paused, and snapped its fingers. The normal lights came on all around the room.

The avatar again made eye contact with each of the four of us in turn, and then it said, “I am Erom. You will give me your complete and unconditional assistance, or you and everyone else on this planet will die.”


Chapter 22

Without turning his head, King John asked, “Persius, is there any chance we can defeat this robot?”

I looked at the avatar which had barely been scratched in its battle upstairs, and I said, “No. Too much speed and strength.”

King John pivoted his shadeless floor lamp from horizontal to vertical and set it neatly on the ground to his side. He released his hold on it and said, “We are willing to cooperate.”

The avatar said, “I see that there is some level of wisdom in this part of the universe. In one of you, at least.”

I noticed that I was still holding the cleaver, and I tossed it to my side and out of reach. Gem and Winnie did the same with their makeshift weapons.

The being who called itself Erom started to pace a little bit. It said, “I am going to ask each of you the same two questions. If anyone gives a deceptive answer, I will know, and I will kill the other three.”

Erom walked to King John first, and stopped inches away from him.

For the next few minutes, the four of us played a high-stakes game with what appeared to be an alien intelligence populating Rebecca’s avatar. I could see from the outset that the game was deadly dangerous, but I actually had an edge I thought I could work with, or that I at least hoped I could work with.

The edge came from a random interest I’d had as a boy.

The entire time I was growing up, the highest rated vid program in human space was Zaxon Live. It was #1 when the Thirty Families controlled everything, and it stayed #1 after we brought the Thirty Families down. The show was about the same every day, and it involved lie detectors and infidelity.

When I was little, I wasn’t supposed to watch it, but I had the factory turn out a tiny projector when I was eight years old and I kept it stuffed inside my pillow. When the coast seemed to be clear at night, I’d set the thing up on my nightstand and it would cast a two inch high image that used about the same tech Virtual King John uses to project himself above his data cube.

On the show, Zaxon would come out in a suit and tie and introduce his guest for the day, who was always a guy in a shirt that was grubby or a style that was way out of date or both of those things. He’d say that he’d heard the guest might have been cheating on his girlfriend, and when the guy denied the rumored infidelity, old Zaxon would propose that the guest take a lie detector test to clear the matter up.

That would prompt the live studio audience to exclaim, “Oooooo!!” The guest would always say something like, “Hey, Zaxon, I got nothin’ to hide,” to which the audience would say, “Oh, yeah!!” and applaud wildly.

They’d set up the lie detector, and Zaxon would read questions from a blue notecard, and he was always very calm and very serious. He was fantastic at maintaining a professional atmosphere during the questioning.

When the exam was over, they’d always “surprise” the guest by bringing out his girlfriend and inviting her to have a seat. The lovebirds would exchange sweet nothings and maybe snuggle a little bit, and then they’d usually bring whoever the guest was allegedly cheating with out on stage to join the show and stir up the ant nest.

After things calmed down, an assistant in a headset would bring an oversized envelope out to Zaxon, and he’d read the results of the lie detector test. They had an honest guest on the show once in awhile just for a change of pace, but on about 98% of the shows, the guy had lied about everything.

That would generally cause the girlfriend to look outraged, and then scream curses, and then pace around. Zaxon would take the opportunity to sneak off to the side of the studio, and then the girlfriend would start slapping at her boyfriend and the mistress while the crowd, for reasons I never really understood, chanted, “Zax-on!! Zax-on!! Zax-on!!” until staffers got in the middle of the melee and sort of broke everything up.

It was funny, OK?

Anyway, the important thing about the show is that it got me interested in lie detectors. I went on the nets and searched archives all over settled human space and I read up on how they worked. I also read all manner of dubious claims written by authors who said they had lied to a polygraph and gotten away with it.

I spent a couple of months when I was eight years old having Al give me lie detector tests and I tried every strategy that I could come up with, and I never got a lie past him.

But when I was older and we were living on the Lemon Tree Moon, I came across an old doc in Rebecca’s reserve archives on the 198 that seemed to have been extremely classified before the Kinetic War. It had purportedly been written by the man who wrote the original deep code that lie detectors still ran on.

The doc was a single page, and it was a photographed copy of the original. The image was crooked as if it had been captured in a hurry. After a series of serial numbers and “eyes-only” stamps and dire warnings about unauthorized use or distribution, it read:

Mr. President,

Concerning your desire that a back door be introduced into the source code for Project BENEDICT, I can report complete success. We synthesized the basic idea from a prisoner’s confession, a neuroscience study, and a pair of 150 year old novels. It works perfectly.

The key turned out to be this: when people speak, their neurons fire in a great variety of patterns that can differ widely from person to person. But when they sing, almost everyone’s brains exhibit similar patterns. This is why advertising jingles get stuck in one’s mind more than slogans, and why songs are more beloved than speeches. But I digress.

Anyone submitting to a lie-detector exam that is administered with any derivative of project BENEDICT code can pass the exam, regardless of the truthfulness of his statements, if he is thinking of the lyrics to “Auld Lang Syne” in his mind when he gives his answers.

There is a well disguised background protocol buried deep in the code which can recognize the neural pattern of anyone who is thinking of that song. If it detects that pattern, it will cause the system to automatically assess the test subject’s most recent response as “truthful”.

The only way to be absolutely certain of the authenticity of project BENEDICT derived polygraph exams is to conduct them with music playing prominently in the exam room. A test subject cannot hold one song in his mind well enough to beat the test if another is playing aloud. You can’t think of the tune to “The Star Spangled Banner” very well while you are hearing “Jingle Bells”, if you see; it is a specific way in which our minds cannot walk and chew gum at the same time.

Respectfully,

J. Roger Garret

Department of Neuroscience

Georgetown University

P.S.: I have attached a separate report on project RHAPSODY and on our progress using omega-class sound waves in sonic cannon to disrupt neural functioning over large areas.

JRG

Well, when I read that, my interest in lie detectors was rekindled.

I had to look up the lyrics to Auld Lang Syne. Not that many people actually know them past the first line, I think. Take a look around next New Year’s Eve. After counting down to midnight and saying “Yay!” and maybe kissing someone nearby, most of the tipsy revelers will sing, at high volume, “Should old acquaintance be forgot, la-ah-laaa-la-la-la-laaa!!”

Once I memorized the song, I left the 198 and climbed aboard the 84 which was parked on the other concrete circle in the old park on the Lemon Tree Moon. I went to the reading room and said, “Al, gimme a lie detector test!”

“Initializing executing,” Al said. “Is your name Persius?”

“No,” I said, thinking of the lyrics to the song.

Al said, “Calibrating. Is your name Persius?”

“No.”

“System check software integrity confirmed sensors operational logic pathway function nominal reinitializing executing. Is your name Persius?”

“No.”

Al paused for several seconds and then said, “How did you do that?”

So my edge was that I had reason to believe I could beat a lie detector test.

I don’t believe in ghosts or phantoms or magical aliens that know everything. Any thinking creature has to get input from somewhere and then analyze it.

Whatever it was that had taken over Rebecca’s avatar would be gathering information about its surroundings through the avatar’s sensors and systems. It knew how to move and fight like a person because the avatar’s systems could do that. It could speak to us in a language we could understand because the avatar had memory files that contained English and Universal. And I was about to bet our survival on the assumption that if the being that called itself Erom thought it could ask us questions and determine whether we answered truthfully, it would use the lie detector protocols built into the avatar’s systems.

Erom said to King John, “This construct’s memories indicate that it was formerly populated by an artificial mind that resides on a space rated vessel, that the starship is nearby, and that it cannot be piloted without crew authorization. Question one: can you pilot the space rated vessel?”

“No,” King John said calmly.

“Question two: do you know the way to the end of the universe?”

“No,” King John said. I wondered what the alien could possibly mean by the end of the universe.

Erom said, “Truthful,” shuffled to the side, and came almost nose to nose with Winnie. I saw King John’s shoulders tense, but he stayed put. The avatar asked Winnie the same two questions, she answered no to both, and Erom again said, “Truthful.”

The avatar moved on to Gemini next, and it was my shoulders that tensed.

“Can you pilot the space rated vessel?”

“Yes,” Gemini said. She was the Commander, and she could indeed give Pete orders to go anywhere and everywhere.

“Do you know the way to the end of the universe?”

“No,” Gem said.

Erom frowned, but then said, “Truthful,” and moved in front of me.

“Can you pilot the space rated vessel?”

“Yes,” I said truthfully. Should old acquaintance be forgot, and never brought to mind...

“Do you know the way to the end of the universe?”

“Yes,” I lied. Should old acquaintance be forgot, and old lang syne…

The avatar tilted its head at my second answer, but I kept my gaze straight ahead and forced myself to sing the lyrics in my mind and waited to learn our fate.

But I didn’t learn our fate one way or the other, not at that moment.

Erom had more questions for me.


Chapter 23

The avatar, which was normally nothing more than a vehicle that our friendly AIs used to directly interact with the physical world, continued. “In what direction is the end of the universe?”

When the being that called itself Erom asked me its first two questions, my mind had split in half. One part tried to assess what it wanted to hear while the other thought of lyrics and tune and meter and everything else that makes up a song. Starting with Erom’s new question, I added a third train of thought that tried to figure out, “How can we use this?”

It hurts like crazy to divide your thinking into three pieces, by the way.

He wants further evidence that I’m not faking, and it will need to ring true to a being that had access to tech that could apparently turn a neutron star into a radio station, I thought.

“It isn’t in a direction at all,” I said. “You have to take a short cut.” As I was saying that, I was also beginning the chorus in my mind. For auld lang syne, my dear, for auld lang syne.

Erom asked, “Can the End be accessed if you are not drawn by the One?”

Oh, crap, it’s part of his religion! I thought. But wait...maybe that’s good.

“Yes,” I said. / We’ll take a cup of kindness yet, for auld lang syne.

Erom paused for a moment, and the avatar had a facial expression that was hard to read.

And surely you’ll buy your pint cup, and surely I’ll buy mine.

“How can you get past the River of Fire?” the avatar asked. I had started to hear the capital letters in many of the things he described.

So they’ve got a River Styx, or something like it. And that makes me the ferryman, if I go on with this ruse...and I KNOW SOMETHING that I can pass off as a River of Fire!

“We must enter through the forgotten door that stands apart.” / And we’ll take a cup o’ kindness yet, for auld lang syne.

Erom approached me until the avatar’s nose nearly touched my own. “You lie,” it said.

“I do not.” The third of my brain allocated to music cycled back to the chorus. I got almost all the way through it before Erom appeared to be satisfied.

“What happens after you pass through the River of Fire?” he asked.

This is the tricky part, I thought. It’s not enough for him to believe a scenario I can’t bring to completion; I’ve got to set up a hinge point where we can capture or kill him.

“You can’t pass beyond the River. The only way out is through the final singularity.” / We two have run about the slopes, and picked the daisies fine.

“Have you been through it?!”

Danger here, Persius, I thought. You can’t hope to instantly invent a description of his version of paradise that will pass muster.

“No.” / But we’ve wandered many a weary foot, since Auld Lang Syne.

I mentally sang through most of the chorus again while Erom evaluated my last statement. While he was doing that, a third of my mind discovered a new problem.

I could only remember one more verse of the song. I thought there were two or three more, but I couldn’t conjure up even a ghost of an idea of what the rest of them might be about. If Erom questioned me longer than it took to sing through the fourth verse and the refrain after that, I was going to lose my ability to beat the polygraph software running in Rebecca’s former avatar.

“How soon can we travel there?” Erom asked. He looked thrilled. And hungry. And crazy. More than anything else, he looked crazy, this being who had travelled for ten billion years to try to set up some kind of showdown with its deity.

I’ve got to build in a delay here, I thought. It’ll take time to set up what we need to do. Time for a great steaming pile of horse manure.

“Our ship cannot make the jump you require unless it has absorbed and stored a sufficient amount of direct overhead sunlight. This world does not rotate, but placing the ship in the center of the sun-facing side for two standard days will prepare it.” / We two have run about the slopes, and picked the daisies fine.

I braced myself, because the thought that solar charging of some kind would matter was an enormous stretch, but Erom appeared to be thinking of other things. I just hoped he finished thinking about them before I ran out of lyrics.

“Have others of your people entered the Final Singularity?”

No one would return from a singularity, so this is probably safe. But I’ve got to keep him from going off on a long tangent here.

“Yes. But no one has ever returned.” / But we’ve wandered many a weary foot, since auld lang syne.

“What did they seek, those who dared to pass through the Singularity?”

Dang it! Gotta wrap this up before the chorus ends, Persius old friend. Try to cover anything that this guy might be questing after, and stick to the big stuff.

“One was our greatest scholar who wanted knowledge, one was a warrior who wanted to conquer paradise, and one was a poet who sought to reunite with his lost love.” / For auld lang syne, my dear, for auld lang syne.

Erom was affected. The avatar’s shoulders sagged, and it looked off to the side almost wistfully.

I knew I was close to bluffing my way through Erom’s questioning, but I also knew I couldn’t squeeze in more than one last answer. I’d achieved a divided mental state I wouldn’t have believed possible, and I’d played well, but the clock was about to tick down to zero and end the game.

Erom looked up at me, and this time, he asked his question with emotion. “Did the poet think he would find her?”

Last answer. Be as flat and certain as you can be.

“The poet was sure of it.” / We’ll take a cup of kindness yet, for auld lang syne.

The song stopped in my head; I couldn’t remember any more of it. My mind returned to a single train of thought, but the relief I felt at having my brain back in its normal condition was cancelled by my fear that I hadn’t done enough to save us.

Erom paused, and I had hope. But then he broke the silence and asked me a final deadly question. “Is everything you have told me true?”

And in my mind, I became a child again and I silently raged at the alien and lamented the unfairness of it all and thought, Oh God, oh Jesus, I’m sorry Gem I’m so sorry but I can’t remember the part about the other river. River? River!!

“Yes, it is,” I said, while at the same instant I started to mentally shout-sing, WE TWO HAVE PADDLED IN THE STREAM, FROM MORNING SUN TILL DINE!!! BUT SEAS BETWEEN US BROAD HAVE ROARED SINCE AULD LANG SYNE!!!

Erom glared at me for a few seconds, and then finally, finally, finally, it stepped away from me and turned its attention back to the group.

It said, “Your ship’s security protocols are actually quite good. They are much better than what you have running in this mobile unit. I can’t seem to take up residence in the ship’s hardware. So. You will assign command authority to me in my present form. You will do it now.”

I wondered if Pete would recognize a being populating an avatar as the Captain. We’d never tried that before.

I hit my collar mic and said, “Pete, make Erom the Captain of the 198.”

Pete said, “Erom is the Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

That sounded nauseating, but I thought it might not affect the plan that was starting to crystallize in my mind too much.

Erom said, “Give me your communication button.” I handed my collar mic to him.

“You as well,” he said to Gemini. She detached her own collar mic and gave it up.

Erom spoke to Winnie and King John next. “The two of you will come with me.” To Gem and myself, Erom said, “The two of you will remain here. I find I don’t trust you to have an extended period aboard a ship you can pilot.

“I will return from the daytime side of this world in two of your standard days. If you are not here, or if there is anyone other than yourselves in or near this facility, your friends will meet with a most violent end. Do you understand?”

I wasn’t thinking of the lyrics anymore. My brain was jelly, and I don’t think I could have managed it, but it didn’t matter, because I didn’t have to lie. “I understand perfectly.”

“Yes,” Erom said. “And when I return, you will take me directly to the Fire and the Singularity and we will see what we will see.”

I didn’t have to lie about that, either. Not really. “Agreed,” I said.

The avatar gave me a strange approximation of a smile, and then said, “We will leave now.”

King John said, “It’s far below freezing out there. We’ll need to get suited up and…”

“Then you will move to the ship quickly,” Erom said.

Winnie whispered, “I’ve gone outside without a suit before just to see what it’s like. We can make it.”

King John raised his eyebrows, but he seemed satisfied. He nodded to me, and he and Winnie headed for the main exit. There was a great deal I wanted to convey to him, and I’m sure he had at least as much he wanted to discuss with me, but there was no way to communicate beyond exchanging a glance that said, “I trust you to do whatever you can, my friend.”

“Two days,” Erom said. He snapped his fingers, and I heard the sound of door locks disengaging.

A few moments later, Winnie, King John, and the avatar exited the radio telescope facility.

A few moments after that, my strength gave out and I slumped to my knees and buried my face in my hands.


Chapter 24

After a time, I noticed that Gemini was kneeling next to me and that her arms were wrapped around me tight. I reached up and put one of my hands just below her elbow and squeezed. “We need to go upstairs,” I said. “The consciousness that took over Rebecca’s avatar must have been stored on hardware up there, and it must have made a wireless connection to the avatar and downloaded itself. We’ll need to pull out some plugs.”

“Alright,” Gem said. I stood up gingerly, and she rose with me and kept her arms around me the whole time. I was a little bit surprised I didn’t need her to steady me. “How did you know it wouldn’t be able to run the avatar’s truth function?” she asked.

“It was able to run the truth function. Or I assume it could.” I told her about the memo I’d seen long before she and I got together and about the song.

She shook her head. “And you stayed calm and thought of the song and answered the questions and, and strategized.”

I smiled the tiniest bit. “It was kind of like the last play of the Cardinals game we saw.”

That play really did help. It gave me an example, or at least something I could plug in as a rough model for splitting my attention in a lot of directions.

We have semi-professional baseball teams all over the Realm. There are similar teams in the Borderlands, and the Republic, and the Union, and in the Dixies’ lands. But all of those teams play against opponents that are fairly close to home.

And then there are the Big Four – the teams that have been around since before the Kinetic War. All of them play next to major rivers that the Archies frequent on their great riverboats: the Cardinals on the Mississippi River, the Cubs on the Illinois, and the Pirates and Reds on the Ohio.

Some of my projects bring me into contact with the Archies, and I’ve gotten to know a couple of them pretty well. I sat in on a reasonably friendly poker game with a group of them one afternoon, and one of the pots I won had a pair of tickets to a Cardinals game sitting on top of the coins.

Gem and I decided to use the tickets. We put Bucky Junior and Gem’s horse Starlight, who was Bucky Junior’s mother, onto the train that ran from the City to the Ozarks. We got off at the stop that was closest to St. Louis Crater and rode on horseback the rest of the way to the ballpark.

Neither one of us had been in a stadium that seated 25,000 people before, and it was interesting. So was the game, and we ate hot dogs and something I’d never heard of called Cracker Jacks and we had a great time.

The play that helped me with Erom was the last one of the game.

It was the top of the ninth inning, one out, and the Pirates had runners on first and third. The Cardinals were up by a run and two outs from winning what was a meaningful game in that year’s standings.

Our seats were on the third base side of the infield about a dozen rows up, and this is what we saw:

The Pirates’ batter swung and made contact with a low slider, and six men and a baseball exploded into motion all at once.

The ball hit the grass hard ten feet in front of the plate and took a hop in the direction of the shortstop. The Pirate on third base dug his spikes into the dirt and broke for home hoping to score a tying run that would not count if the Cardinals could manage to turn a double play. The batter and the Pirate on first base took off running as well.

The Cardinals’ shortstop shuffled his feet expertly and positioned his glove and tried to judge where the ball would bounce next as it sped towards him. The second baseman darted, by instinct perhaps as much as by conscious effort, to cover the bag. And the first baseman ran to his own base, even though his role would come last in the four second drama.

The ball hopped once more, twice more, and smacked into the shortstop’s glove. The Pirate running home glanced over his shoulder and prepared to slide if the throw came his way, but it did not.

The shortstop pivoted and flipped the ball to second base. The runner headed to second saw that he would be out, but he charged ahead anyway and prepared to slide late and try to bowl the second baseman over so that he couldn’t relay the ball to first. The Pirate who had been batting passed the halfway point to first base running as if a demon was right behind him and closing fast.

The second baseman caught the ball and swept sideways and brushed the top of the bag with his cleat as he moved too far to the side for the runner who was barreling towards him to cause any trouble. He fired the ball to first as the Pirate running home stepped on the plate and the Pirate running to first lost his helmet.

The Cardinals’ first baseman was an enormous man who seemed more a lumberjack than a professional athlete, but he stretched out like a ballerina in a nearly perfect split that allowed him to get his glove a precious foot and a half closer to the ball whizzing towards it.

The ball hit the glove a split second before the runner’s cleat hit the bag, the umpire jabbed a finger in the air, and all 25,000 people in the stadium, including Gem and myself, went crazy.

The human clockwork of the play was breathtaking. Six young men with highly specialized physical skills, none of them yet taking EXTs, participated in a riveting and elegant dance in which all of them played an essential part. It was magnificent. I think of it often.

And when the crisis with Erom played out and I needed to split my attention three ways, I thought of that play and of its moving parts and tried to copy it the best I could, even though I had to play all the roles myself.

“I think I can see why,” Gemini said. “Being interrogated is less fun than watching a baseball game, though.”

I patted her arm again. “Less fun than a baseball game,” I agreed.

“So I assume you have a plan.”

“Yep.” We started to make a slow walk to the metal staircase. “After we kill the power to all of the upstairs hardware, we’ll need some stuff, but I’ll bet Winnie has all of it around here somewhere. Let’s see if we can find a slate, and at least two projectors, and a couple of spacesuits. And then let’s get in the van and start moving and I’ll explain everything when we’re on the way. We’ve got a lot of driving to do in the next two days.”

Gem and I went up to the catwalk, disconnected several power cables, and then started looking for the items.

We found everything on my wish list, and twenty minutes later, we were in the blue van and moving at a good clip six feet above the ground on the nightside. I set the controls to automatic and leaned back in my chair.

Gem asked, “So what’s the plan, MacGyver?”

I smiled at the reference. “You know the bald guy on the show who always hands out the missions at the Phoenix Foundation?”

“Yeah.”

“Maestro swears he’s stealing from MacGyver.”

Gem rolled her eyes. “The last time I was in the same room with Maestro, he and Junior were debating which of the castaways was swiping stuff around Gilligan’s Island.”

I laughed at that. We didn’t need half the time we had ahead of us in the van to do anything to further my plan to get rid of Erom, and after the high-pressure interrogation, it felt wonderful to talk about something dopey for a little while.

“Well?” I asked, waving my hands in small circular motions.

“Well what?”

“Who’s the thief on Gilligan’s Island?”

Gemini gave me a coy grin. “You’ll have to figure that out for yourself.”

“Oh, come on.”

Gem seemed to consider whether to give me Maestro’s theory directly. “I’ll give you a hint,” she said.

“Alright.”

“It’s the same character that Maestro thinks sabotaged the tour boat and caused them all to be shipwrecked in the first place.”

“Hmm…” I said under my breath. “Gilligan…naw, too obvious. Let’s see…Ginger’s kind of flighty…but maybe Mr. Howell had some kind of debt problem back in civilization…I’ll say Mr. Howell.”

“Nope,” Gemini said.

“Who, then?”

“Skipper.”

“Skipper!”

“Yep. Maestro told me the Skipper must have beached the boat thinking that whichever of the pretty girls didn’t pair off with the Professor would end up with him, but surprise, both of them liked the Professor, and Skipper was left with nothing except passive-aggressive petty theft to pass the time until they all got rescued.”

“Huh. I guess?”

“Well, you can ask Maestro all about it when this is over. But in the meantime, the plan?”

“Right, right,” I said, shifting gears. “Let’s get Al and Floyd roped in.” I used the van’s comm system to create a link to Glaxon-1’s planetary network, and then I pinged Floyd, the Valkyrie-200’s command AI. The 200 was the only one of the Valkyries that was on Earth which could use an entangled particle network.

When he answered the comm, I said, “Hey, Floyd, it’s Persius. Can you form a local link to Al?”

“Yes, Persius executing connecting.”

After I exchanged greetings with Al, I described our problem with Erom and what I saw as our best chance at a solution. “I’m sorry I don’t have a more precise timetable,” I said, “but it shouldn’t take more than a few days to play out one way or another.”

“Understood,” Floyd said. “Which of us would you prefer to have stationed at each location?”

I was going to tell him it didn’t matter, but then I thought of the relative possibilities of danger in the two places I needed to use, and I figured that Maestro would want his kid out of harm’s way as much as possible. Maestro and Junior were the only two people on Earth who we were sure could make use of the infrared hats that had shown up lately in the in between place.

“Let’s have Maestro pilot the 84 to the system with the black hole devouring the star, and Floyd, you and Junior head to the old Void.”

“Yes, Persius,” Floyd said.

“Yes, Percy,” Al said.

“OK. And Al, this van we’re in isn’t rated for extreme heat. We’ll need to rent a vehicle that can get us around the hot half of the planet on the other side of the Ribbon, but we don’t have any money. What’s your best idea for acquiring local currency on short notice?”

“I will transfer funds to you.”

“OK, but…remember that Void Chips aren’t useful in this part of the timeline. And Realm marks won’t work here either.”

“I have Glaxon money. I have been wagering on fights on all settled worlds since we returned to Earth from the Lemon Tree Moon.”

“Ah.”

“Transferring executing. Your vehicle’s inventory system indicates that there is an empty credit chip in the center console. Place it in the slot next to the main screen in front of you and the funds will be loaded onto it.”

“Oh,” Gem said. She opened up the storage space, rummaged around, and found a green disc that looked like a thick poker chip. “This?” she asked.

“I guess so,” I said.

She shrugged and placed it into the slot. After a second, I heard a faint buzzing sound, and then half of the chip reemerged from the slot and Gem started to take it back. Her hand froze, and I looked over and saw a befuddled expression on her face. “What is it?” I asked.

She pointed to the screen next to the slot. It read, “Credits transferred: 100,000,000.”

Hyperinflation? I wondered. “Hey, Al, how much does a nice house cost on this planet in the center of the Ribbon?”

“Scanning estimating. About 60,000 credits.”

I wrinkled my nose and looked at the credit chip. “How much money do you have, Al?”

“A material amount, Percy,” Al said.


Chapter 25

The plan I had in mind was dangerous, but I thought it would work. And whatever risks it involved, the alternatives were worse. I especially worried about Erom compelling Pete to tell him about the in between place and then forcing Virtual King John to navigate him to Earth.

And whether that happened or not, the 198 was much more than a taxi. The ship placed a dozen nukes and a full complement of seventh generation laser cannon at the Captain’s command, and so a frustrated Erom was in a position to kill a hefty portion of the population of Glaxon-1 or any other planet he might reach.

Besides that, there were five friends of mine on the 198 – two humans, two AIs, and one who was… wherever along the spectrum from human to AI one would place Virtual King John. I had perhaps gotten them out of immediate danger by passing Erom’s polygraph exam, but that wouldn’t do them any good if I disappeared to protect my own hide.

Gem didn’t have to come along for the next part, and I asked her if she wanted to hole up somewhere in the Ribbon, but she said, “No way,” and that was that. The first steps to liberate our friends and get our ship back went like this.

I planned to rent a hovercar rated for the deep desert. Glaxon-1 is further from its sun than Mercury is from Earth’s sun, but the temperatures are still in the 300s beyond the Ribbon, and we needed a vehicle designed for the conditions.

Luckily for us, almost everywhere humans have gone throughout history, there have been wildcatters: people who react to hints of rumors that there might be something valuable buried under the ground. And wherever there are wildcatters, who occasionally get rich, there are businesses that sell and rent them equipment, and the businesses almost always get rich. We planned to rent a van from one of them.

When we got that, we planned to take it to the center of the bright side and locate the 198. I thought we could approach the ship undetected. Valkyries can make highly detailed examinations of their surroundings in space, but they aren’t really made to do surveillance while on the ground, and I knew a couple of specific blind spots.

If we found the ship, Gem and I were going to park the rental, suit up, and go outside. We planned to approach the 198 and place the two projectors we had on the hull, one near the airlock’s porthole, and one up high at the edge of the observation dome. The second one was going to be trickier, but there are rungs on the exterior of Valkyries that give access to the comm antennae, and I thought I could climb them without making too much noise.

We had Al hard at work creating images for us that we were going to load into the projectors before we placed them. I’d opened the severed head from Pete’s old avatar and retrieved its data core. That was a weird task, and I had to remind myself several times that Pete was back on the ship and not inside the metal skull. I used the slate Gem found in the radio telescope facility to retrieve the record of everything Pete had seen when he was working on the system in the Faraday cage, and I sent it off to Al so he’d know what kinds of images to make.

I slept for a few hours during the drive to the Ribbon. When you find yourself in a crisis situation, it seems like you’ll never sleep again. But then, if the imminent danger passes and there’s a lull in the action, an exhausted mind can actually shut down fairly quickly. I think people can only give urgent attention to something for so long, and then we require rest.

When Gem got me up, I could see a wall of brilliant light in the distance as we neared the part of the Ribbon that is always artificially illuminated. On this approach, I was in the front of the van and I could see more of the sky. It started to change from pitch black to a charcoal gray and then to almost a granite color as we got nearer to the part of the planet that always gets sunlight.

When we reached the start of the Ribbon, we got on a road called Masterson that had our car rental place. Only law firms and stock brokers could afford commercial real estate along the Grand Boulevard, but Masterson was the same kind of east-to-west road that was freezing at the eastern end and blazing hot at the western. We found Blue Nebula Rentals and parked Winnie’s van in its lot.

The rental place was more than three quarters of the way through the Ribbon. It was warm outside, although not as hot as it had been on the balcony overlooking the finish line at the cycle race. There was bright slanted light everywhere, and it seemed to me like the first hour of a day in August back in the Realm.

We went inside for what I hoped would be a quick transaction. Sometimes, you don’t get what you wish for.

As soon as we passed into the building, I heard “Welcome to Blue Nebula!” I looked up and saw a young guy with a thin moustache who had a level of manic energy that said he was full of Frappuccinos. “What brings you in today?!” he asked as if he found us fascinating.

Gem took the lead. She’s better at talking to people who are full of Frappuccinos than I am. “We’d like to rent a prospector-rated crossover for 24 hours.”

“Excellent!!” the young guy said with a level of enthusiasm that seemed better matched to a man who has just been informed he has a sizeable inheritance coming from a long lost uncle. “Let’s get started on the paperwork!”

Gem walked to the counter, and I followed along behind. When we got closer to the caffeinated clerk, I could see on his badge that his name was “Phread”. I figured it rhymed with bread, but I wasn’t completely sure.

Phread’s fingers danced across his keyboard, and his eyes darted to all corners of his vid monitor in rapid jumps and skips. “We have a red Sandstorm-4000 that I can rent you for 30% off,” he reported.

Gem glanced at me, and I gave a subtle shake of my head. She turned to the clerk and asked, “Do you have anything that matches the, ah…color of the local background any better than that?”

Phread lowered his voice to an intense whisper. “Say no more.” At normal volume, he said, “I have a tan Ganymede available.” Then, returning to his whisper, “Nobody will see that one from more than a hundred meters.” His eyes darted left, right, and then back to Gem. “What are you hunting?”

I picked a rare earth element at random, made a show of looking over my shoulder, and said, “Yttrium.”

“Ooh!” Phread whisper-exclaimed. “I’ve heard there’s yttrium around 22 and 12.”

I assumed he meant latitude and longitude, but I just nodded and let Gem answer his questions. There were a lot of them.

Did we need to rent digging tools? Desert rated suits? Enhanced integrated nav? Gem agreed to all of them. We’d decided to play the role of prospectors as much as possible so that we wouldn’t stand out, just in case Erom was monitoring things like vehicle rentals.

Phread had more questions.

“Do you want to prepay for the full tank of propellant or return it with a full tank?

“Do you want the platinum insurance or the gold or the silver? I don’t recommend the silver.

“How about roadside assistance?

“Entangled particle based vid feed?

“Would you like to sign up for a membership and get 10% off your entire rental?

“Do you need a car seat for a child?”

Gem had been doing a good job, but at the car seat query I got impatient. I thought of the absurdly overloaded credit chip in my pocket and said, “I will take every option you offer if we are outside with everything we need to drive away in one of your vehicles in the next two minutes.”

Phread’s fingers stopped tapping, and his eyes stopped darting. He looked up at me and squeaked, “Every option?”

I nodded.

“Oh!” Phread’s fingers somehow doubled their previous rate of typing and clicking. Beads of sweat emerged from several locations on his brow, and I wondered what kind of commission he could possibly be in line for.

Phread became a tornado of typing and printing and folding and key sorting and glancing at a clock on the wall. After about ninety seconds, he placed a small data box on the counter and slapped a key down next to it. “If you’ll place your thumb here to accept the terms you’ll be all set, sir,” he said with a look of near desperation.

I did as instructed, the box gave a little beep, and Phread said, “You’re all set!!” He had the look of a man who has been handed a bagful of gold but harbors a suspicion that it might soon be taken back.

“Thank you,” I said as I picked up the key. Gemini took the paperwork and said, “We appreciate your help.” We left Phread to catch his breath and calculate his commission.

We found the vehicle. It looked like an armored version of Winnie’s van, and a number of dents and scratches said it had been through a lot of treasure hunting expeditions. Gem and I transferred our slate and projectors and a few other things into it and headed off towards the deep desert.

Once we got past the western end of Masterson Road, I put the rental in hover mode and goosed the speed up to what seemed to be the van’s maximum stable velocity. Gem started leafing through the paperwork that Phread had stuffed into a little folder with the Blue Nebula logo on it. “How much was this thing supposed to run us?” she asked.

“Ah…eighty nine credits. I think.”

Gem nodded. “Well, we just paid two thousand and nineteen credits.”

I started laughing. “Yeah? What’d we get?”

Gem started scanning. “Lessee here, mmm…we can use any toll road on the planet without additional charges.”

“Nice.”

“Yeah. And there’s a usage tax that’s covered. And there’s some kind of VIP lounge somewhere with an open bar…”

A ding from the van’s main vid screen interrupted Gem. A young woman with long blonde hair drawn into ponytails that framed either side of her face said in a baby voice, “I heard there’s a cool guy named Persius who’s having a birthday tooo-dayyy.”

Gem and I both squinted at the screen. I looked over at her and she shrugged. The woman made pouty lips and started to sing Happy Birthday, and she drew most of the words out and made the twenty second song into one that took over a minute.

When she finished, she said, “Have an awesome day, cutie,” winked, and disappeared from the screen.

I shook my head at the surprising performance, and then I saw that Gemini was running a finger down the list of options we’d purchased. “Ah,” she said.

“What?”

“We’ve purchased a ‘personalized celebratory recorded greeting’ from the Supernova Babydolls. Blue Nebula is the ‘official rental car provider’ of the band.

“Huh. So which Babydoll was that?”

Gem shook her head. “Can’t tell. We bought a greeting from each of them.”

“Oh…” I said. “Well, how many of them are there?”

“Five, apparently. Two hundred credits each.”

“Sheesh.” I felt a little bit guilty for blowing Al’s money. Then a new thought occurred to me. “It’s not my birthday,” I pointed out.

“Doesn’t matter. We bought all of the kinds of greetings they offer.”

“Ah.”

Ding.

“Oh, no,” I said.

A woman with 0% body fat and short dark hair in a severe angular cut appeared on the main screen. In a smoky voice, she said, “Happy. Sober. Anniversary. Persius.”

The woman tilted her head down and looked up and spoke as if she were confiding something secret. “I want you to know that I think being in control. Is. So. Hot.”

I had to chuckle. “What other greetings are coming up?”

Gem glanced at her list. “No spoilers from me.”

“Hmph,” I said.

Back on the screen, the dark haired Babydoll had an acoustic guitar in hand. She adopted a pained expression and squeezed her eyes shut and started to belt out a song in a folk singer voice. “There’s a MAN I know, who’s high on LIFE!”

“Oh, boy,” I said.


Chapter 26

We spent the next six hours hovering above the ground on the brightside. The landscape had elements of places I’d been before, but the combination of features was unique.

I’ve visited all of the planets in the Earth system, so I’ve been to Mercury. But the lands we passed on the brightside of Glaxon-1 are much more varied than on the first planet from Earth’s sun.

Mercury doesn’t have an atmosphere, and everything there is just baked. And except for a few low mountains, it’s flat there. Glaxon-1 is in what has to be a narrow Goldilocks zone in which a Ribbonworld can exist and maintain an atmosphere that doesn’t boil away on the sun-facing side or freeze and settle to the ground as snow on the darkside.

The terrain we navigated was more similar to the lands far to the southwest of the Realm that were once the American states of Arizona and Utah. Glaxon-1’s dayside has great and complicated rock formations, including canyons with dry riverbeds at the bottom, presumably from an era before the planet became tidally locked to its star. Some of the exposed rock faces had strata that revealed an active and varied geological history. When I looked at them, I got the sense that the planet was much older than Earth.

But the brightside was unlike the canyon lands on Earth in that there wasn’t any life anywhere. In the old American southwest, there is no shortage of cacti and desert scrub and gnarled tenacious things like Joshua trees that harvest and store enough water from rare but occasional rainfall to survive.

Glaxon-1’s brightside is all rock. Not powder, like the surface of the moon – the atmosphere has kept micrometeorites from pulverizing everything over time. Just rock in the form of mountains and ledges and a soilless hard surface that changes color from time to time but never ends.

When we were about thirty minutes into the new part of our journey to try to locate the 198, Floyd and Al pinged us.

“I have the files, Percy,” Al said.

“Great, Al. Send them to my slate ASAP. We’re going to be out of satellite range soon.”

The slate we had and our rental van were getting fairly close to being out of the coverage area of Glaxon- 1’s planetary network. They had satellites and comm towers on the planet, but all of the satellites flew north-to-south in polar orbits around the Ribbon, and all the towers were in the Ribbon as well.

There was nothing much happening on the hot side of the planet, and there was no profit in maintaining an expensive comm network for a handful of hermits and wildcatters. The rental van had a cheap entangled particle connection that could transfer a tiny amount of data and send a basic distress signal and location from anywhere, but it couldn’t handle large files.

I got Al’s creations downloaded to the slate, and I held it over the center console so that Gem could see them as well. They were good.

Al had greatly enhanced the pixelly images of the being that had tried to warn us from the screen inside the Faraday cage and then jumped to populate Pete’s avatar when I took the barrier away. We were working on the assumption that the being had been trying to display itself as it actually appeared.

All of the images we had showed a face and not a body, but we assumed that the creature would be basically humanoid. Al’s enhanced image showed a creature with two arms and two legs attached to a torso with a head up top.

The head featured thick strands of blue hair that seemed to cast their own illumination and made complicated shadows on the being’s face. The eyes were larger and wider set than they are in humans, the mouth was smaller, and the ears were angular and seemed elven to me for lack of a better description.

I hit a triangle icon, and Gem and I looked at the vid clip that Al had created. In it, a group of beings like the first one swooped and glided and interacted and separated off in the distance.

We had no idea what the beings should be wearing, and I told Al to give them a variety of styles of clothing and to have the code he created make random selections from among the types. The loop ran for about twenty seconds before it reset, and we watched versions of the clip in which the beings wore pants, then skirts, then robes, then gowns, and vests and hats and boots and sometimes only loincloths.

We also had no idea if all of the aliens had blue hair, and so when the vid clip reset, it also assigned a random color to each of the figures and they swooped about with glowing hair of different shades of red and orange and green and purple and so on.

“This is great, Al.”

“Thank you, Percy. Floyd and I created an algorithm linked to all available descriptions of an afterlife which assigns a heavier weight to imagery from religious texts and a lighter weight to imagery from literature. We hope our creation is close enough.”

“No one could have done any better, Al.”

We were going to have to bluff and convince Erom that we had actually gotten him into what he believed to be the next world.

Making him think he had passed through his faith’s River of Fire was going to be relatively easy. The interior of a black hole that sits at the top of the hourglass is nothing but fire. And I thought the singularity at the middle of the interior of a black hole would definitely pass for a Final Singularity.

But then we had to have something to show Erom when we returned to normal space, and that was what Al’s images were for. And if it was improbable that Al could construct images from tiny scraps of information that would make an alien creature think it was in a place which matched its conception of heaven, well, we’ve learned a great deal about probabilities since we all lived on the Potato.

Usually, million- or billion- or trillion-to-one shots aren’t going to work out. Are you going to win the lottery jackpot? Nope. Someone will win, but it won’t be you.

But sometimes, million- or billion- or trillion-to-one shots are reasonably likely to come to pass, maybe even certain to happen, and I was betting a lot on the educated guess that we were soon to be in the middle of the second kind of probabilistic situation.

We went over the rest of the plan with the command AIs until the comm link got very staticky. Then we all wished each other luck and ended the call.

Gem and I spent the next couple of hours loading Al’s images into both of our projectors, and we created a basic program on our slate to help us fine tune how to set the focus of each. The projector that was going to be placed by the airlock’s small exterior porthole needed one setting, and the one that was going up top by the large observation dome needed another.

After we worked on that, we rested as best we could, and we ended up mostly talking about happy times. I think that anytime people knowingly head into a dangerous situation they get nostalgic. Gem and I talked about our early dates and raising Sagittarius and funny things that Jack and our other grandchildren had said and done.

The conversation was lively and interesting, and it had more than a hint of, “However this goes, we’ve had a good run.” We held hands and laughed and continued heading west.

When we were about forty five minutes away from where we hoped to find the Valkyrie, we put on the spacesuits that would keep us alive in the 300 degree heat outside. Changing clothes is not so easy in a van, but we managed.

I slowed the rental as we neared the target zone. I brought us down so that we hovered just inches above the surface, and I tried to use the low rocky hills to hide our approach.

We were in luck. Erom had taken me literally, and the 198 sat on a low rock ledge at the exact center of Glaxon-1’s brightside.

As soon as we spotted it, I turned left, and I was able to get our van fully behind a ridge and out of sight. I set the van down no more than a mile from the Valkyrie.

“What now?” Gem asked.

“We walk slow. Pete’s passive systems will flag something the size of a person if it’s moving fast, but if we move at about half of normal walking speed they won’t.”

“What if Erom is actively monitoring things outside? We’re sunk, right?”

“Yep,” I said.

Gem nodded and picked up the projector we had set for placement near the observation dome. I said, “I, ah, I was going to take that one.”

“Percy.”

“Just let me…”

“Percy,” Gem repeated. “I weigh less than you, and I’m more athletic. I’ll be a lot less likely to make a racket climbing around up there.”

I didn’t like it, but it was because I wanted for Gem to be closer to the comparative safety of the van, and not because she wasn’t correct. “Alright,” I said. I got the other projector.

We put on our helmets, said, “I love you,” and exited the van.

The slow walk was torture. Every instinct I had screamed at me to run and hurry up and get to the end of the danger as soon as possible, but we kept to the plan. It took us more than half an hour to get to the ship, and I wondered the entire time if Erom was watching us and waiting to blast us with the 198’s laser cannon or otherwise ruin our day. But we got to the Valkyrie.

My job was easy. I climbed the short ladder up to near the closed airlock door and eased the magnets in the base of the projector onto the hull. Then I had to wait.

Gem started up the rungs near the large door to the cargo hold, tiptoed across one of the 198’s wings to a second series of exterior rungs, and disappeared from my sight.

I had nightmare images of Erom sitting on the brown couch in the observation room and waiving to Gem through the Plaz dome before he sprung some deadly trap, but all I could do was stay put at the base of the ladder to the airlock. I stood motionless and tried to breathe evenly.

And then I saw Gem reemerge, and the escape part of the mission was on. When she got back down to the overheated rock at the base of the Valkyrie, the urge to run was even stronger than it had been on the way in, but we kept to our reduced pace. We were exposed forever, it seemed like, and I have to report that taking slow-motion steps over long distances is every bit as exhausting as running at top speed. My muscles weren’t conditioned for the gait I adopted, and I’m not sure if I could have kept it up for much longer than was necessary to get us beyond the low ridge and out of sight.

When we arrived back at the van, Gem and I embraced fiercely, but not for long. We piled into the rental, eased the door shut, and threw our helmets in the back.

I started the van, and at minimum hovering altitude, I pointed us back towards the Ribbon.


Chapter 27

And so there was another lull in the crisis situation, and my body again started to shut down. Gem and I spent an hour reveling in the knowledge that we had accomplished the brightside part of our mission, but after that, we both slept for most of the way back to the Ribbon.

We only woke up when we got back in range of the polar-orbit comm satellites and a ding from the main dashboard screen brought me out of a dreamless slumber.

I heard an upbeat voice, but I didn’t really follow what it said at first. Then I heard a second upbeat voice. And then the two voices spoke together and said, “Get well soon, Persius!”

I opened my eyes, or at least I opened one and a half of them; my right eye was still kind of gummed shut from my hard nap.

I saw two grinning young women on the screen. One had enormous hair and perfect makeup, and the other had her hair in a ponytail and wore expensive looking athletic clothing.

“It’s amazing that we got your greeting request tonight,” the woman with perfect makeup said.

“We’re at a hospital right now!” the athletic woman said. “See?” She began to pivot whatever she had for a camera through a 360 degree survey of her surroundings. She and her friend sat side-by-side in simple chairs that were pulled up next to a wheeled hospital bed which contained a man I sort of recognized but couldn’t place. He had a lot of EKG sensors placed around his bare chest. The point of view passed him by and showed the rest of a standard hospital room.

“Can I say something, babe?” the man asked.

The camera pivoted back and centered on the patient. He pumped a fist in the air and said, “Stay strong, bro. We’ll get through our troubles together.” He seemed sincere.

From the seat next to me, Gem asked, in a sleepy voice, “Izzat the soft drink guy from the cycle race?”

That’s where I’d seen him. “I think so.”

“Ricky something?”

“Proton.”

The two Supernova Babydolls were back on the screen, and they said, “Feel better Persius!” They waved, and the screen went blank.

The vid feed stopped a few seconds before the audio cut out, and I heard Ricky Proton say, “Hey, babe, can you go see if they have any more of that green Jello?” before the message went silent.

Still sounding sleepy, Gem asked, “Do you think that counts as one personalized recorded greeting or two?”

“Well…I hope two,” I said.

When we got back to Blue Nebula, the light on the street still looked like the first hour after dawn in the Realm, but it was the middle of the night as they reckoned time in the Ribbon, and so old Phread was not at his post. We found a drop box for the rental’s key, transferred our stuff to Winnie’s van, and headed east.

The trip back was uneventful, and we got to the radio telescope facility six hours later and made use of the shower there. We each found a pair of Darkside Enterprises coveralls in drawers near the unused bunks that were clean if not stylish, and we put them on.

We cleaned up Winnie’s facility the best we could. The fight between the two avatars had done a lot of damage up around the catwalk, and we swept and bagged up jagged little pieces of plastic and glass and metal.

We carried Pete’s headless former avatar down the metal stairs and placed it in a storage locker. It wasn’t really a body, exactly, but we treated it as something more than trash. We added the avatar’s head and closed up the locker.

We got on Glaxon-1’s network at one of Winnie’s workstations and told Floyd and the other command AIs about the trick with Auld Lang Syne. I asked Al if he thought we should try to communicate it to Pete.

“Pete will want to assist you but the directives which require loyalty to his current Captain may create unpredictable logic loops. It will be better if we do not.”

Gem and I went over the next part of the plan with the command AIs and with each other a few more times, but mostly we just ran the clock.

Late in the evening on the day we returned to the radio telescope facility, we heard the sound of a Valkyrie touching down. A few minutes later, Winnie entered the building, and King John came in right behind her. They seemed unharmed.

Erom followed King John, and without preamble, he said, “Line up.” The four of us did as he asked.

Erom walked slowly down our line, pausing to stare at each of us as he gave instructions. “You will not speak with one another. You will not make any sudden movements or attempt to escape in any way. You will not seek to interact with the ship unless you are specifically directed to do so by me. You will head to the ship now.”

It registered that we didn’t have spacesuits on, and that it was meaningfully colder than Antarctica outside. King John and Winnie just crossed from the 198 to here. How bad can it be? I wondered.

You should never, ever frame a question like that.

It probably only took thirty seconds to get to the 198, but what I learned during that extremely unpleasant little slice of time is that cold is a taker.

When your environment is cold enough, whether you find yourself in air or water or a block of ice, it demands your warmth. Sufficiently cold surroundings just rip heat from you faster than you can ever hope to replace it. I could feel the energy I needed to stay alive exiting my body in an overwhelming rush, and I felt a quiet urge to call out for my mother. I would have agreed to do anything other than harm my family to make it stop.

But we got to the airlock and into warm surroundings and survived our short passage.

Erom separated the four of us. He marched King John down to one of the personal quarters and ordered Pete to close the door and secure it, and then he locked Winnie in the other personal quarters. He shut Gemini in the lab, and he put me in the medical room. A few seconds after he closed me in, I heard a lock engage that I hadn’t even known existed in the medical room’s door. I sat down on the stainless steel exam table and waited.

I was only alone in there for a little while. I felt the Valkyrie take off and make the kinds of motions I associate with leaving an atmosphere and entering an orbit, and shortly after that, the medical room door unlocked and opened.

Erom walked in and stood just inside the doorframe. “You will tell me what you need to navigate this ship to the Fire.”

I prepared to start singing Auld Lang Syne in my head, but I held off until I needed to lie. I felt beat up, and I was less confident that I could divide my mind into different pieces as well as I had before.

“I need to be made the Pilot of the vessel. I will also need to send code to a distant system that is near the doorway to the fire. That’s all.”

Erom said, “Ship, give me a list of your systems a Pilot has power over.”

“Navigation, comms,” Pete said.

“Is that a complete list?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Erom paused for a moment and said, “Make this being the pilot.”

“Persius is the Pilot of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-198.”

Erom said, “Come with me and send your necessary data.”

I passed Erom and led him to the library. I retrieved Virtual John’s data cube and carried it back to the central room and used two cables to connect it to one of the workstations.

“What is the specific purpose of the data you propose to send?”

For a second time, I didn’t have to lie. “It will allow us to locate and move to the doorway that opens onto the place of fire. Should I proceed?”

“Yes.”

I said, “Ship, send the cube’s code to the 200.” It didn’t seem smart to say Pete and Floyd and reveal any kind of familiarity with them.

“Yes, Pilot executing.”

“How long will the transfer take?” Erom asked.

“We’ll get the return data we need in about 12 minutes.”

I heard Erom sit on the curved bench at the circular table behind me, and I watched my screen and sweated and tried to stay focused.

Pete was sending Virtual King John to Floyd, who was parked near the Center of the old great Void, if all was going according to plan. Virtual John had never been there before, and so he had to at least touch base with the area to be able to navigate us there. He also had to get a quick briefing from Floyd on what to do next.

Uploading and sending him took almost three minutes.

From that point, the plan was for Floyd to relay Virtual John over to the Valkyrie-84, which was supposed to be in the solar system we’d discovered that was empty except for a black hole slowly devouring a star and orbited by a single distant gas giant planet. I needed Virtual John to be able to navigate there as well so that when we emerged from the interior of the black hole we would be in a new environment. I hoped I could pass it off as the end of the universe.

Back on Earth, my grandson Jack had hard wired one of Floyd’s comm drones into the 84’s comm system so that Al and Floyd could send Virtual John back and forth.

After Virtual John spent a moment in that system, he had to reverse course and make two more jumps, first back to the old Void and then back to me on the 198, because I couldn’t communicate with Al directly over vast distances. I hated to make Virtual John do it, because I know he finds having his mind travel over entangled particle networks unpleasant, but I didn’t have any alternative.

Nothing new popped up on my screen for six minutes, and then seven, and I began to wonder if there was some problem. But then a bar showing download progress started at 1% and built its way to 100% over the next three minutes, and as far as I could tell, Virtual King John was back in his data cube.

“OK,” I said. “Now I need to order the ship to the first shortcut.”

“Proceed,” Erom said.

“Ship, take us to the void near Glaxon-3.”

“Yes, Pilot.”

I turned to look at Erom and said, “Once we arrive there, we’ll need to remain stationary for about seven hours.”

Erom studied me and didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he asked, “Is this the most direct path to the Fire?”

“It is,” I said truthfully.

Erom stood. “You will follow me.”

I did as ordered, and Erom led me back to the medical room, closed the door, and locked me inside.


Chapter 28

Six and a half hours later, Erom returned. “What now?” he asked.

I checked a clock on the medical room’s wall. “In twenty three minutes, we’ll transit to the place that allows direct access to the fire.”

Erom looked at me with Pete’s old avatar’s eyes and no doubt ran the polygraph in the background, but I still wasn’t lying, and I didn’t need any trickery to pass inspection.

“I suppose further threats against your companions are unnecessary,” Erom said.

“They are not necessary,” I confirmed.

“Where do you need to be to guide the ship?”

“Anywhere is just as good as anywhere else unless the command AI fails and I need to take manual control. I can give the commands from here or anywhere else you prefer.”

Erom patted his hands together for a moment in an unusual pattern that a human wouldn’t adopt, and then said, “You will come with me to the room with the great window. I wish to see things as directly as possible.”

“Alright. I would recommend stopping by the lab for protective eyewear. Your built in dimming capabilities are insufficient to fully protect your visual inputs from the extreme luminosity of the fire. And my eyes won’t come even close to functioning without being well shielded.”

“I thought we were travelling to a staging area of some variety.”

“That’s correct, but we’ll only be there for a little over an hour before we jump again.”

“I see. Come along.” Erom led me to the lab and said, “You will instruct me where to locate the protective eyewear. You will not speak to your companion.”

“Agreed.”

He opened the door, and I saw Gem sitting on a stool behind the large square table to the left of the room. She seemed unflustered. In fact, she sat with perfect posture and her chin elevated and she looked defiant and strong and beautiful.

“You’ll find them in the second row of drawers along the right wall, third from the bottom.”

Erom sidled over to the drawers without taking his eyes off of us. When he got there, he had to look away for a brief moment while he located the goggles. When he did that, I gave Gem a tiny nod and an even tinier smile, and she responded in kind.

“These?” Erom asked, holding up two pairs of wrap-around SolarBlock 9000 goggles.

“Yes,” I said.

He crossed the lab again, herded me through the door, and locked it behind us.

We went up to the observation room, and we had Pete raise the floor up to the level of the dome. “Can I sit down?” I asked.

“Yes,” Erom said. I sat on the old brown couch. “Ship, tell me when we’re one minute from the jump.”

“Yes, Pilot,” Pete said.

I thought I should describe to Erom what would happen next so that he wouldn’t experience something unexpected, think it was a trap, and kill me. “When we jump,” I said, “we’ll leave normal space for a brief time and enter an odd region that will allow us to shortcut through space. When we reemerge into normal space, the starfield will have all but disappeared.”

Erom stood at the side of the couch and started his strange pattern of patting his hands together again. His silence made me as uncomfortable as I have ever been. It was like being inside a locked wardrobe with a venomous snake.

Except in that kind of a spot, I’d at least have had a backup plan if staying motionless didn’t work. If a snake comes for you in an enclosed space, you can always start stomping and see how it goes. But I knew that if Erom sensed I was out to do him harm, I was finished.

I studied the stars that were visible from the outer part of the Glaxon system. There are few things more calming that a brilliant scattering of points of light against a canvas of pure darkness, and I took them in and appreciated their sharp beauty and tried to connect them together into patterns.

I was trying to decide whether a group of stars off to my left looked like a walrus with a broken tusk or not when Pete said, “One minute to jump, Pilot.”

Erom asked, “This action will take us closer to the Fire?”

“Yes.”

“And it will do no harm to me?”

“No.”

Erom began pacing about, and his fingers got twitchy. “Do you wish for me to proceed?” I asked.

Erom considered my question for at least a five count, and then said, “Yes.”

I nodded. “Ship, prepare to jump.” I hoped that Virtual John was unharmed and willing and able to navigate us. His cube had still been at the workstation in the central room when Erom and I had last passed through it, and I took that as a good sign.

Pete said, “Jump in five…four…three…two…one…jump is imminent.”

And the field of stars changed to the strings and the pixelly foam. There weren’t any hats that I could see, and I hoped that Virtual John could do his thing.

“Oh,” I heard Erom say in my mind. He was motionless next to me, frozen in place aside the couch. I wished I could do something to disable the avatar he populated, but I was just as frozen as he was.

“My goodness,” I heard Winnie say in a ghostly echoey voice, presumably from one of the personal quarters. Close proximity doesn’t seem to be necessary to sense someone else’s statements in the in between place.

We started to glide towards a faraway string, and when we got to it, we floated up and up and up and the strings and the foam disappeared and I saw Smudgy Pixel Galaxy off in the distance and nothing else at all.

Erom staggered for a moment and braced himself against the stainless steel table next to the couch to keep his balance. I worried that he might react to his momentary loss of control by becoming violent, but instead, he stood slowly and turned his gaze up and paced around in a circle. “We truly are near the end of the universe.”

I didn’t answer. It would have been a lie to agree with his statement, and I still wanted to put off lying until it was absolutely necessary. We had to wait 88 minutes to jump again, and I couldn’t sing Auld Lang Syne in my mind for nearly as long as that.

I decided to see if I could get Erom to ask fewer questions of me by getting him to talk about himself, and I adopted a new character. “Will you tell me anything of your quest before we jump again, Great One?” I asked.

It had occurred to me that whatever tech Erom’s people had used to hurl his essence across the universe as radio waves wouldn’t have used their system on just anybody. It seemed to me like he’d almost certainly been at the top of some grand organizational chart wherever he came from. The name Great One seemed most likely to encompass whatever specific variety of top dog he’d been.

Erom considered for a moment, and then said, “Why not?” He sat down on the other end of the couch, and my instinct was to cringe and lean away from him, but I kept my body still and my expression relaxed.

Erom started to talk. “They took her from me. The rebels did. The king let them and their families live after they attacked us, and they bided their time and they took Fen away from me. She was my…that is…hmm.” Erom paused for a moment, and then asked, “The woman in the room with the scientific equipment. I am correct that she is your mate?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Fen was like that to me, but she was much more. When two of the People take vows and pair off, there is a sharing of minds that’s difficult to explain to a being who hasn’t experienced it.” Erom seemed to be scanning through the avatar’s language archives at some length, and he frowned as if he couldn’t find the words he was looking for. “Look, you just can’t ever feel complete again in the event that you are torn apart.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. It was a truthful statement.

“Yes. Well. Most of the People who experience the loss of their Other get very religious, and stop taking life extension treatments, and wait to be called to the End so that they can be reunited with the Person they have lost. But that wasn’t an option for me. I know I won’t be called to the End. I have to get myself to the End, and that’s all there is to it.”

“I see.”

Erom sat in silence, and for my purposes, that was just as good as having him talk. Anything that advanced us to the time when we could jump again which didn’t require me to lie for more than a couple of minutes worked.

After awhile, Erom spoke in a darker voice. “They owed me,” he said.

“Great One?” I asked.

“The rebels OWED me. And three times over. They forced me to break my vows not to kill another Person when they attacked the home world, and they owed me for that. They killed my Fen, and they most definitely owed me for that. And I had the ability to kill them all with the neutron bombs I carried to their world. Any of the rebels who lived there were in my debt for allowing them to live at all. I only took half of their wealth, anyway. I think I was more than fair, all things considered.”

“I see.”

Erom’s expression became increasingly unhinged, and he continued. “And the People on the home world owed me, as well. If I hadn’t defended them – and only I knew how to fend off the rebels! - they would all have been killed or enslaved, and they owed me, too. They all did.” Erom’s voice got quieter, and he repeated his thesis and expanded upon it. “They all owed me. And their children. And their children’s children.”

“I see,” I said again.

Erom looked at me. “I suppose you’d like to know what happens to you and yours once we reach the End.”

“Yes,” I said truthfully.

“Well, to share a secret, I expect to be rather influential once we get there.” Erom looked around, and his expression left the unhinged part of the spectrum, skipped right past crazy, and became the look of a violent lunatic. “I believe I will prove difficult for anyone to oppose, be they mortal or immortal.”

I felt downward pressure on my foot that was furthest from Erom, and I wondered if the stress of being in close proximity to him might possibly be triggering a stroke or something like that.

Erom said slowly, “And there will be a place for those who are loyal to me.”

The feeling of heaviness in my foot happened twice in rapid succession, and I figured out what it was. I wasn’t having a stroke. It was Pete.

He was manipulating a small part of the local gravity field in the floor of the observation room and sending the simplest code of all: one for true and two for false.

Erom tilted his head slowly. The motion looked reptilian. He seemed to peer right through into my soul with unblinking eyes while he asked, “Do you intend to be loyal to me, Persius?”

Should old acquaintance be forgot, and never brought to mind.

In the greatest bluff of my life, I said, “Yes, Great One.”

Should old acquaintance be forgot, for Old Lang Syne.

Erom said, “See that you do not waver,” and then he stood and returned his attention to the emptiness beyond the dome.

The only question he asked me between then and when we ascended the hourglass was, “What will happen this time?”

“When we jump, we’ll be drawn into the fire. The dome will fill with light, and we’ll need to have the goggles on. You’ll be able to move as normal while I direct the command AI to guide us to the singularity at the center of the fire. And then we’ll be back in the place with the strings where you can think but not move, and then we’ll emerge at our final destination.”

Erom seemed satisfied with my answer, and he turned inward, presumably to fine tune whatever plan he had to try to storm heaven.


Chapter 29

Pete counted down the last minute before a jump of a kind I hadn’t made since we were all trapped in the Void.

Aunt Cassie and Leo and I had discovered by accident that if you park with your center of mass over the Center of a void, it creates a blowback effect that draws you towards the black hole the void is connected to. That almost always means you enter the in between place.

But in voids that are connected to massive black holes with singularities at their centers that are larger than whatever vessel you happen to be in, you bypass the in between place and enter the connected black hole’s interior.

The interior contains and holds onto all of the energy that the black hole has ever drawn into itself, and that means it’s blindingly bright and blazing hot inside. It’s definitely the kind of place that can be sold as a “River of Fire”.

“Activate the shields,” I said to Pete, even though he didn’t need the prompting. I placed my SolarBlock 9000 goggles on my face, and Erom did the same.

He looked at me several times in little glances that seemed more like nervous twitches than anything else. The emotions he displayed seemed an insane blend of anticipation and fear and rage and hope. And why not - he expected to become the universe’s greatest party crasher, find his lost love, and meet his maker and possibly try to fight him.

That last one made me angry. I’ve met some arrogant characters in my life, but come on. I’d been thinking of Erom as a problem, and a danger to Gem and to my friends who needed to be dealt with, but for the first time I let myself taste a desire that went beyond neutralizing Erom as a threat.

I wanted to light him up. I was through being afraid; I wanted to win.

Pete counted off the last five seconds, we jumped, and the dome filled with fire held at bay by the 198’s shields and I was back in the interior of the same black hole Aunt Cassie and Leo and I had visited long ago.

“It’s real!” Erom gasped.

I ignored him and said, “Ship, locate the singularity.”

“Yes Pilot scanning executing. The singularity is 43.45 degrees to starboard at a range of 22.77 million kilometers.”

“Take us there at the maximum rate that won’t overheat us.”

“Yes, Pilot executing.”

I could feel the ship rotate and accelerate, but the view through the dome stayed the same: swirling, blinding hot light in all directions.

Erom asked, “How long until we leave the Fire?”

“Ship?” I asked.

“One hour, twenty three minutes, Pilot.”

Erom clearly didn’t like that answer, and he asked, “Can we survive for as long as that?”

“Yes,” I said. I knew from experience that we could, and it wouldn’t even be close this time around, because I didn’t need to spend a lot of time figuring out where we were and how we could escape. Also, after the first trip up the hourglass I’d modified the shields on all of our Valkyries to include a setting with overlapping micro pulses directly behind the main engines that allowed their exhaust heat to escape the protected space inside the shields far more efficiently.

“And then we’ll enter the singularity?”

“Correct,” I said. “But about that.”

Erom’s head swiveled in my direction in the reptilian motion I’d noticed before. “Yes?” he asked in a menacing voice.

“I’m going to need to see all three of my companions alive and unharmed before I consider guiding us into the singularity.”

Erom was taken aback, and I wondered when he had last experienced anyone questioning his authority. I started to sing Auld Lang Syne in my mind.

Erom said, “You are in no position to demand anything…”

“You are in no position to refuse,” I said. “Only I know the rate of rotation that will permit transit to the End. If I am not reassured that my friends are still alive and well, I will never order the ship to assume the correct spin.” The part about rotating was pure nonsense, of course. We’ll take a cup of kindness yet…

It didn’t require any acting on my part to adopt a look of defiant rage.

“You swore loyalty to me.”

“And I will be loyal to you. If all of my friends are alive. Otherwise, we will die in the fire together.”

Erom stared me down, and I met his gaze. “Ship,” he asked, still looking at me, “are you aware of the necessary rate of spin that the Pilot refers to?”

I wondered how Pete’s directives would allow him to handle the question, and I was glad Erom hadn’t phrased it differently.

“No, Captain,” Pete said.

Erom let out an odd groan, and then said, “Lower this room to the place it was when we got here.” The floor descended to its base position. To me, he said, “You will not move from your current location.” He left the room, and I heard his footsteps on the stairs down to the main level.

Very quietly, Pete asked, “You have a final part of the plan?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“Will it work?”

“Probably.”

“Pete.”

Saying his own name is how Pete curses, more or less.

A few minutes later, Winnie and King John and Gem marched through the door ahead of Erom. They all wore SolarBlock 9000 Goggles. “Take us back up,” Erom said, and the floor started to rise.

I looked meaningfully at all three of my people while we made the short trip up to the dome. “We are in the fire, and we will pass through the singularity in a little more than an hour. Erom will allow us to prepare ourselves without interruption, and we will bow our heads and pray in silence until the ship informs me there are thirty seconds to the jump. We will begin now.”

Gem, King John, and Winnie all sat on the couch and bowed their heads. I wondered if Erom would object, but he did not. He only asked, “Are you satisfied?”

“I am,” I said. “I will take us through the singularity.” I bowed my own head and closed my eyes.

I certainly prayed, but not for anything like direct entry into heaven. I only asked that the four of us be able to survive our predicament, and if that wasn’t possible, that at least the other three of us could.

I spent the next hour thinking through parts of the King James that mean a lot to me, and I was mentally reciting the verse about walking in the valley of the shadow of death, when Pete said, “Thirty seconds to the singularity.”

I opened my eyes and said, “Dip our nose twenty degrees and place us into a flat counterclockwise spin, rate of revolution once per three point one four one five nine seconds.”

“That number…it’s pi,” Erom said as if it were a great revelation.

“So it is,” I said of the irrelevant rate of revolution.

Our nose went down, and we could see the singularity ahead as a perfect sphere in the middle of the fire. It was an area that wasn’t black so much as it was blank.

We started to spin.

I reached out with my right hand and laced my fingers through Gem’s, and I moved my left hand into my coverall’s pocket. I had completely torn the seam at the bottom of the pocket, and I passed my hand through divided cloth until I could rest a fingertip on the buttons of the projector control I had taped to the outside of my left thigh.

As Pete counted down the last five seconds, Erom had a look of rapture, and my companions had looks of grim determination.

We entered the singularity and passed into the in between place. I only heard one ghostly voice in my mind during our brief stay there. It was Erom’s, and he was speaking a language I didn’t recognize.

We glided to a distant string and presumably towards an infrared hat I couldn’t see and went up and up and up.

The instant I saw normal space and could move again, I hit the largest button on the projector control, and this is what happened:

The remote didn’t work, and Erom screamed that wherever we were it most certainly wasn’t the End, and he murdered all four of us right there in the observation room, and…

The remote worked, but Gem and I had misestimated the necessary focus settings on the projectors we attached to the hull on our trip to the brightside of Glaxon-1. They formed blurry images that didn’t look like anything more distinct than colorful blobs, and Erom flew into a rage and murdered us all, and…

The image projected onto the dome was sharp, but Al’s guess about what Erom’s People looked like was off, and Erom screamed, “What trick is this?!” and killed us, and…

The images projected onto the dome from the outside were close matches for what Erom’s People looked like, but there were none that had beautiful green hair, and he flew into a deadly rage, and…

One of Al’s swooping creations had glowing emerald hair of exactly the right shade, but Erom didn’t believe that it was Fen and he became homicidal, and…

Erom believed it was Fen, and he killed us all before he went down to the airlock to try to reach her, and…

He was so excited to see Fen that he ordered Pete to lower the floor and forgot to kill us before he left the observation room, but he returned and finished us off before he went to the airlock, and…

He left us alive until he reached the airlock, and the second projector had been knocked askew and couldn’t beam an image onto the porthole and Erom returned to us in a killing mood, and…

The second projector displayed the image, but it wasn’t as convincing as the one on the observation dome somehow. Erom knew he wasn’t at the End, and he hunted us down, and…

Erom believed Fen was outside, and he cycled the airlock. When he got the airlock door open, he saw that there were no swooping, angelic forms out in the darkness when he wasn’t looking through the porthole, and he returned to the interior of the 198. He was particularly rough with us that time, and…

Erom got outside and leapt into space before he realized he’d been tricked, but when he became aware of the ruse, he used the thrusters in the avatar he had commandeered to propel himself to the observation dome. We had raised the floor back up to put what we thought would be some kind of distance between Erom and us, but as it turned out we had made ourselves sitting ducks. Erom flashed the distorted grin of a madman as he crouched atop the exterior of the dome and punched down on it with tremendous force while we screamed. An ugly spiderweb crack formed and grew with each new blow until the dome gave way and we were sucked out of the ship in an explosive decompression and died horribly in the vacuum of space, and…

Pete got the emergency force field up inside the dome before it shattered but Erom used his Captain’s authority to order Pete to deactivate the shield, and we all died horribly in the vacuum of space, and…

As Erom crouched on the dome and flashed his madman’s grin and prepared to bring a fist down upon the plaz he was hit with a barrage of red streaks of laser light fired from the Valkyrie-84 that reduced his avatar and his mind and his malignant consciousness to ashes.

Gem stared at the place where Erom had been for a moment and then buried her face in my chest and cried. I cupped her head in my hand and held her close.

She pulled back enough to look at me and wailed, “We died so many times.”

I nodded. “But not the time that ended up being real.”

Gem put her face back to my chest and said between heaving sobs, “How did you know, Percy?”

I drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly and said, “I’ve been through something like that before. It appears that sometimes, the good guys get the break they need.”

And I told Gem about the previous trip I’d taken back from the top of the hourglass – the first time I had, if you will, seen the Loch Ness Monster.


Chapter 30

An hour later, Gem, King John, Winnie, and I suited up and spacewalked over to the 84 to thank our rescuers in person. And I have to say that even though I was born on the Potato and have spent my life having experiences in space, the sight of a black hole in the distance devouring a star with nothing between you and it except the thin visor on a space helmet is a powerful experience.

It made me feel very small. But the thing about feeling small is that it often accompanies a realization that you’re a part of something big. The beautiful celestial show didn’t make me feel insignificant; it made me feel humble.

It was a bit of a tight squeeze getting all four of us into the 84’s airlock at the same time, but we managed. When the inner airlock door opened, we found Maestro and my grandson Jack and Prince Brian waiting on the other side.

There are times for shaking or slapping hands, and there are times for just hugging everyone, and it was definitely the second kind of situation. Jack pounded me on the back hard enough to make it difficult to hold air in my lungs for a moment, and I did the same.

We all made our way up the stairs to the main level and laughed and exclaimed enthusiastic nonsense. Being alive is acutely thrilling when you’ve faced down the alternative and emerged intact.

We sat around the circular table at the middle of the hub room where I’d taken so many meals in my life, and I greeted another old friend. “Nice shooting, Al!” I said.

“Knock, knock,” Al said.

“Who’s there?”

“Not Erom anymore. Yes.”

Al’s knock knock jokes always end early, and I laughed as if I’d never heard one before.

I looked at the three men who’d placed themselves in danger to help us, and I spoke first to Maestro, and then to Jack, and then to Brian. “So you’re here because you had to pilot the ship...and you’re here to report to the king...same thing for you, Mister Stone?”

Brian said, “In a sense. His Majesty told me that he figures he may never be comfortable participating in the ‘outer space part’ of the Realm’s little Renaissance, but that the next king had better be OK getting on a spaceship and handling problems. He didn’t order me to come, but he asked if I would, and here I am.”

Winnie’s face tightened up, and she said, “I’m sorry...I missed, ah, I missed that you were royalty, Your Highness.” She seemed to try to curtsey from a seated position.

Brian held up a hand. “I’m a Ranger’s son a princess happened to fall in love with. I grew up working as a junior lab assistant for these two,” he said as he pointed his thumbs at the men on either side of him. “Just call me Brian.”

“Um, alright, Brian,” Winnie said.

“Thank you.”

Maestro raised his voice a bit and said, “The important unasked question is: who wants to eat?”

Exclamations of agreement came from me and everyone else. I hadn’t thought of food for some time, but when Maestro mentioned it, I found that I was starving.

We called out overlapping orders and added to them, and the platform at the center of the table raised and lowered several times over the next few minutes as Al prepared everything that anyone mentioned.

When we all had plates of food and glasses and silverware and napkins before us, Maestro tapped on his glass with a knife and gave us all a pesky grin that matched a twinkle in his eye. “A toast!” he said.

“Yes! / Toast! / Perfect!” the rest of us replied.

“To Erom!” Maestro said.

“Bah! / No! / Boo!” came the giddy replies.

“To paraphrase Hobbes,” Maestro continued, “Here’s to Erom, who has learned that in our part of the universe, life can be nasty, brutish, and short!”

“Hear hear!! / Yes!! / Hurrah!!” the rest of us said as we laughed.

Brian said, “Sounds like your mother.”

Maestro sighed and closed his eyes, and our laughter got louder than before.

Al said, “You walked into that one, Captain. Yes.”

Maestro opened his eyes and shook his head in mock exasperation. “You know, if you’re going to be king one day, you can’t tell that kind of joke forever.”

Brian shrugged and continued to keep a straight face for a moment, and then he broke into a wide grin.

We ate. So much. I found I was falling into an all-or-nothing pattern of taking in calories. I’d stuffed myself on Winnie’s “Texas Plate” after the cycle race, and then eaten hardly anything for almost three days, and here I was overfilling myself again. I felt like a lion who doesn’t eat all that often, but who gets his money’s worth when he does.

We had mostly finished eating and Al had brewed up coffee for everyone when Al said, “Pete wishes to relay a priority call for Percy. He says the caller has attempted the comm four times.”

“Oh,” I said. I sat up straighter. “Who’s it from, Al?”

“Unknown. It is originating on Glaxon-1.”

“Glaxon...” I said. Who would possibly be pinging me from there? I wondered. “Ah, put it through in here, I guess.”

“Yes, Percy.”

I turned to my right so that I could see the main screen, and everyone else turned towards it as well. An unexpected face appeared, and before I could move beyond being surprise and say anything, Gemini said, “Phread!”

“Hell-o!” Phread said. “It’s been SO hard to track the two of you down!”

“Sorry about that, we’ve been busy,” Gem said.

“No worries!” Phread had on a sport jacket that looked new and expensive, and a haircut, and the eager smile of a young man who was flush with cash. “I just wanted to make sure you got your last personalized recorded greeting.”

The last personalized recorded...oh, no.

“Awesome,” Gem said.

“And DON’T worry, this one is on the house.” Phread leaned closer to his camera and lowered his voice. “They’re supposed to turn these around in 24 hours, but you know. Celebrities.” He rolled his eyes. “I credited your chip back for this last one already.”

“Thank you Phread,” Gem said.

“Thank YOU. And come see me again when you’re in the mood for more prospecting.”

“Will do,” Gem said. “Bye.”

“Bye!” The screen blanked.

“There is an attachment,” Al said.

“Oh, hey, Al, you don’t have to show...”

“Play it, Al,” Gem said over me.

“Yes, Gemini executing.”

The main screen illuminated again and showed a woman with long red hair and an impish smile. She squinted at the screen and asked, “Do you know what I like best about older men, Persius?” Gem started to snicker, and everyone else just stared.

“They’re accomplished, and they’ve earned their independence, and they know what they want. And that’s why I always personally handle all of the greeting requests to wish our mature fans a very, very, happy...retirement.”

Gem burst out laughing. Jack and Maestro looked at me suspiciously. The redhead started to sing Happy Birthday, except she subbed retirement for birthday in the lyrics.

When she finished the song, she blew a kiss slowly and seductively. Then she closed by saying, and I swear I’m not lying, “Live well, Big Persius,” and the screen went blank.

No one spoke for a few seconds, and then Maestro asked, “What the CRAP was that?!” Everyone else made similar loud queries, although the others sounded more amused than exasperated.

“Long story,” I said. Then I reconsidered. “Actually, it’s more of a dumb story than a long story. Here’s what happened.” Gem and I told everyone about the rental van and the optional add-ons and our trip to the brightside of Glaxon-1.

That snowballed into a longer conversation about the entire mission, and we drank coffee and filled each other in on the roles we’d played that the others hadn’t been a part of.

A new call came in from Junior. He appeared on the screen, a teenager with tousled hair and a relaxed style and demeanor.

Maestro asked, “Did you get back to Earth OK, then?”

“Yep,” Junior said.

I asked, “Did you, ah, have any trouble with the black hole?”

“Nah. Leo was with me. He’s been in there before.”

“Ah.”

To Maestro, Junior said, “Mom wants to know when you’ll be back.”

Maestro said, “Oh. You know, in all the excitement, we haven’t even parked over the Center of the void out here, yet. Tell her...about seven hours.”

“OK, Dad. Seeya.” He ended the call.

Maestro looked at us. “Unless you want to jump first.”

I waved my hand. “That’s OK. We’ll go second.”

After an extended and friendly parting, King John, Winnie, Gem, and I suited up, cycled the airlock, and spacewalked back over to the 198. When we got inside, Gem asked, “Anyone mind if I take the shower first?” No one did.

All of us but Gem stopped in the library. I insisted that King John and Winnie take the green chairs, and I sat on the rug with my back against the short wall beneath the built in bookcases.

After a few minutes of light conversation, King John asked, “So, I know you’re probably eager to get home, but actually, can you drop Winnie and myself off on Glaxon-1? We’d like to study the signal further.”

“Oh!” I said. “That would be a good idea.”

Winnie said, “It’s faint, and there won’t be any other radio telescopes on Glaxon-1 that can intercept it. And we’ll take care not to record any of its data so that it can’t wake itself up again. But we should try to learn how long Erom’s people sent the signal, and when it might get to the other colony worlds and to Earth, and lots of things.”

“That’s all important stuff to know. I would have suggested doing further research on the signal already if I wasn’t still resetting my brain after, ah...what exactly? After experiencing a lot of parts of the multiverse where we all got murdered.”

King John looked skyward and stretched his mouth out comically. “That does make it hard to focus.”

I nodded. “You can say that again.”

“I, ah...I might be in the Glaxon system for awhile.”

“Oh.” It struck me that my longtime assistant was actually tendering his resignation. I smiled at him and said, “I can’t wait to hear what you learn.”

“Thanks, boss,” he said.

Our conversation became lighter again, and after awhile, Gem returned from the main bathroom. “Who’s next?” she asked.

King John looked around for a moment and then said, “I’ll go.” No one objected, and off he went.

Gem looked at Winnie and said, “We were talking about weather changes on Earth during the cycle race. I wrote an illustrated collection of poems awhile back called ‘Seasons’. I’ve got a hard copy of it downstairs.” She looked shy. Gem always does when she invites someone to see her work.

“I’d love to see it,” Winnie said.

Gem gave her a great smile, and she and Winnie left the library together.

After I had been alone for a moment, I asked, “How are you, Pete?”

Pete manifested in one of the high backed chairs by the chessboard with his perfectly groomed red beard and green sweater vest. “A-OK, Commander.” At the moment of Erom’s death, Gem had been promoted to Captain and I had been promoted to Commander.

“How about you, Rebecca?”

The librarian appeared in the other chair wearing a stylish summer dress and white sandals with a little bit of a heel on them. “None the worse for wear,” she said. “We’ll need one of the factories to turn out a couple of new avatars for us, but no worries.”

“I’m glad you’re both OK.”

“The feeling is mutual, Commander,” Pete said. “And I’m sorry I couldn’t incapacitate Erom. I tried to get around my directives a thousand ways, but I couldn’t figure out how to do it.”

I shrugged. “All’s well that ends well.”

Pete opened his mouth, hesitated for a moment, and then said, “One thing, Commander.”

“Yeah?”

“I’d love to hear about how you beat the avatar’s lie detector software. You certainly tricked mine when you were with Erom up in the observation room.”

I laughed. “I’ll tell you all about it, but I’ve got a related question first.”

“Alright,” Pete said.

“How many verses does Auld Lang Syne have?”

“Six,” Rebecca said.

“That’s what I thought; I only know five. Will you guys teach me the last one?”

Pete and Rebecca looked at each other and shrugged. And then they began to sing, and her perfect soprano and his perfect tenor blended and harmonized and filled every corner of the library on the 198.

“And there’s a hand, my trusty friend,

Give me a hand o’ thine,

And we’ll take a right goodwill draught,

For auld lang syne.”

The End of Book 10 of the Voided Man
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Chapter 1

When the man once known as the Red Tyrant awoke from six centuries of cryosleep on the lowest level of his command bunker in Siberia, he had a wide variety of assets at his command and he had an enormously eventful two days.

He activated a pod of 256 combat droids in Quebec, ran them to Maryland, and used them to steal two nuclear bombs. He also nearly stole the Valkyrie-200, and he managed to briefly get droids into one of the two facilities that could control all of the Americans’ Valkyries before his adversaries wised up and destroyed it.

And then he screwed up. He didn’t secure his base or the stolen bombs adequately, and two men were able to infiltrate it, detonate the bombs, destroy all but the lowest half of the lowest level of his bunker, and leave him barely alive.

After the blast, he crawled on hands and one knee over railroad ties down a long emergency tunnel while dragging a worthless leg along behind. The pain he felt during and after his slow motion escape was extraordinary, but Nikolai Mikhailovich Fedorov was nothing if not stubborn. He felt a compelling need to survive, and he ignored the nauseating signals from his body which reported to his brain that his knee was being destroyed.

When he recovered enough strength to try to make his way beyond the emergency tunnel, he raided the supply closet near the exit. Into a backpack went the dwindling supply of stasis vacuum sealed food that had not gone bad over the centuries, matches, antibiotics, a box of two hundred life extension treatments, and vodka.

In an unexpected twist of good fortune, Nikolai found a pair of unused crutches in a back corner of the supply closet still in their plastic wrappers. He retrieved those as well, and prepared to begin a new journey and locate whatever help might be available in the tundra beyond the door at the end of the tunnel.

Although the crutches increased the distance he could cover in a day from one mile to ten, Nikolai almost froze to death anyway. The days were reasonable enough in Siberian springtime, but the nights were still brutal and barely survivable for a man without shelter.

On the fourth day after he left the emergency tunnel, the last of Nikolai’s strength was just about used up. His armpits screamed in protest as the lightly padded tops of the crutches dug into them with each of his strides. His arms and his good leg quivered with the effort of propelling him forward. And perhaps worst of all, one of his boots had become waterlogged at a small stream. The toes on that foot were frostbitten, and they somehow felt frozen and burned at the same time. But none of those things was his biggest problem.

The most acute threat to his survival was the open wound on the knee that had crawled over a mile of railroad ties. It was badly infected, and the antibiotics seemed not to be helping. Nikolai could see an ugly spiderweb of hot red lines spreading down to his shin and up to his thigh, and he could feel a fever starting to build.

I must find people today or tonight, he thought to himself. Tomorrow will be too late.

When the sun stood high in the sky, he spotted a thin tendril of smoke rising above the middle of a wooded area. He headed for it, and he became something of a machine that placed crutches, then swung itself ahead another three feet onto its good leg, then paused for the briefest moment, then repeated the process.

He would never have made it to the middle of the woods if he hadn’t found a narrow trail of packed dirt. Even with the trail, he was barely able to arrive before sundown. But in the last hour of daylight, he came upon a clearing with a small cottage at the center.

When he saw the habitation, his body quit on him and he could advance no further. He said, “Help!” as many times as he could in a raspy and desperate voice, and then he pitched forward and fell face first to the cold ground and knew no more.

When Nikolai awoke, he was on a straw mattress and beneath several quilts. A woman of perhaps sixty with broad shoulders and powerful legs and large hands stood over him. Her gray hair was worked into a pair of thick braids that extended a foot below a faded red babushka that was tied around her head.

Nikolai took a quick inventory of himself. Although he was still as weak as a kitten, he felt somewhat less weary, and he was in considerably less pain. He also didn’t seem feverish, at least for the moment.

He gave his rescuer a small smile. “I owe you thanks, mother.” He knew the woman was no relation of his, but for many years, “mother” had been a term he had used to address all women who had a biological age that was meaningfully greater than his own. Nikolai had been taking EXTs since he was thirty-five.

The woman snorted. “Mother,” she said, frowning. “I have no children. Nor do I want any. No. What I need is a husband.”

“Ah...” Nikolai said. He tensed the muscles in his arms and legs and chest and shoulders, and he confirmed that on a scale of 1 to 10, his strength was no better than two.

The woman continued. “When you have recovered, you will share my labors and you will share my bed, and if you are unwilling to do either of those things, you may retrieve your crutches from my porch and hop your skinny ass out of my woods.”

Some of the internal fire that had helped the Red Tyrant take control of a nation flared to life. In a clear voice of command that had compelled countless people to cower in fear, he asked, “Do you know who I am?”

The woman locked her gray eyes with his blue eyes and replied in a voice that also carried an edge, “I know who you are, man out of legend.” She moved to the bedside, stood over Nikolai, and bent forward and lowered her face until it was less than a foot away from his. “The more important question,” she said, “is whether you know who I am.”

“I, ah...”

“I am the woman who could have left you for the wolves that come out at sunset. I am the woman who could pull the pillow from beneath your head and smother you with it. I am the woman who has concealed your backpack of supplies deep in my forest.”

She leaned even closer. “I am a woman without neighbors and without morals. I have been dealt a poor hand in life, but it has left me with nothing to lose, and I am not afraid of anything. I am most especially not afraid of a man who lost a war six hundred years ago.”

“We didn’t lose,” Nikolai said, mostly to stall for time and try to come up with some plan of escape, or at least a plan to stabilize the situation.

The woman shook her head slowly. “Everyone lost the war,” she said. Then: “Do we have a deal?”

“A deal?” Nikolai asked in a high pitched squeak of a voice that he found embarrassing but couldn’t seem to control.

The woman frowned again and crossed the room to the fireplace that sent heat out from the far wall. She retrieved a poker that rested on the hearth and returned to Nikolai’s bedside. She jabbed his ribs, lightly but not too lightly, with the business end of the poker three times to emphasize her words as she said, “Do we have a deal?”

Nikolai broke. “Yes! Yes!” He had broken many, many men over his decades of absolute rule, and some detached part of his mind found it interesting to be on the other end of the process.

“Hmm,” the woman said as she nodded in satisfaction. She patted Nikolai’s cheek with one of her large hands, and her touch was almost gentle. She removed her babushka and laid it on the table. She smoothed her hair, and got a look on her face that Nikolai couldn’t quite read.

When she began to speak again, her voice was formal. “Repeat, please. I, Nikolai, take thee, Ilya.”

“What?!” the Red Tyrant exclaimed. He began to thrash about such as he was able to do so, and his reaction earned him another poke in the ribs that was harder than the ones before. Nikolai flinched, and when he spoke a moment later, he made a monumental effort to keep his voice steady and reasonable. “Surely we must say our vows before a minister.”

“There is no minister for a hundred miles. We will say our vows, and God will hear them, and that will be enough.” The woman began again. “I, Nikolai, take thee, Ilya...”

The man once known as the Red Tyrant took in the scene, especially the part that featured the poker and the strong hand which held it, and his urge to survive displaced everything else. He heard himself say, “I, Nikolai, take thee, Ilya.”

He repeated the parts about having and holding and loving and honoring and cherishing, and he listened as his rescuer spoke of the same things.

There were apparently no rings necessary to satisfy Ilya’s conception of a wedding. When she finished her own vows, she brought the strange ceremony to an end by leaning forward and saying, “You may kiss the bride.”

He looked into her gray eyes, and she seemed to him like a shark that was sizing up a young walrus. He puckered his lips the tiniest bit, and she kissed them soundly and pulled away with a great smack.

His new bride then grabbed the bottom of the quilts and threw the right half of them atop the bed and revealed Nikolai’s mostly unclothed body.

But she didn’t get into the bed with him. Instead, she looked at his wounded knee. She tilted her head and studied it for a moment.

She nodded, pulled the blankets back to their original position, and said, “Three days. Then you sleep with me. Goodnight, Husband.” Before Nikolai could react, she crossed the room, passed through the doorway, and closed a heavy oak door behind her.

The immediate threat to his survival seemed to have passed, and that allowed Nikolai to focus on the fact that he was tremendously thirsty. He turned his head towards the door and through it he called out, “Wait, may I have a glass of water?”

He heard the sound of a heavy lock being turned and a bolt engaging with a sharp thunk, then footsteps moving away, and then nothing more for the remainder of the night.

The Red Tyrant’s reemergence has had a meaningful effect on my own life. I’m still more than surprised that he survived the two nuclear detonations that Jack Ross and I set off inside his base, but if my long life has taught me anything, it is to expect the unexpected.

And about my unprecedented longevity. I’ll say this in favor of a greatly extended lifespan: it allows a person such as the one I have become a long time in which to atone for misdeeds.

Perhaps a very long life can do even more than that. Although I don’t usually dare to dream of it, perhaps it can even offer a chance at redemption.

In my younger days, people who mattered to me called me Little Jeffy, and Jeff, and buddy, and sweetheart, but none of those has applied to me for a long time.

My name is Lord Jeffrey.

This is my story.

cover1.jpeg
HONY DEAN






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




