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Prologue

There are great deserts in space. Matter is not spread evenly. On average it balances out in all directions, but some regions are not average.

For every dense cluster of galaxies in one place, there is a tremendous void somewhere else. These voids are not black holes. They are areas of normal space that just happen to contain…nothing much. There are no galaxies within them, no stars, no planets, and no moons.

They can stretch tens or even hundreds of millions of light years across. Scientists have theorized that, if a man found himself at the center of such an empty space and looked around, he would see only darkness in every direction. Even the brightest galaxies, they say, would be too far distant to be visible to the naked eye.

I got a chance to test that theory firsthand.

I am the most distant exile in human history.

My name is Prisoner Number One.

This is my story.


PART I - The Exile


Chapter 1

Annabelle made a small adjustment to my tie. She plucked a tiny piece of lint from my coat, smoothed over the spot, and took a half step back.

“Just right,” she said. She dropped her political smile and gave me her crooked smile, the real one that I loved so well.

“Thirty seconds, sir,” a man with a headset called out. I could hear him over the crowd beyond the curtain, but only barely. They were loud. They were intense. I wondered how many people were out there. I checked my notecard, but then I placed it in my coat’s inside pocket. I didn’t need it; I knew what I was going to say.

Annabelle touched my arm. “Cucumber, baby,” she said. And in spite of the noise and the importance of the occasion, I actually did feel as cool as a cucumber.

“Fifteen seconds.”

Annabelle leaned over and spoke into my ear. “Give them hope. I love you.” I said “I love you” in return. She took a step back and started to clap.

“Five seconds, sir.”

I squared my shoulders to the crystal podium and tried to project calm and confidence.

“Three, two, one, go.”

The opaque force shield in front of me slowly faded to translucence. Within a handful of seconds, I could see the crowd, and they could see me.

The roar seemed to double in volume as I became visible, and there were far, far more people than I had ever seen at any rally. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder in rows hundreds of meters wide from the base of the stage that I stood upon to the edge of the river half a kilometer away. I fought to control my expression; my eyes seemed to want to bug out and my mouth wanted to open in surprise. If I had not been a seasoned pro, I would have stood there and gawked at them all. Or run away. Could there be a million people here? I wondered.

But I controlled myself. I smiled and waved to all parts of the crowd. They cheered and jumped and clapped and yelled. They were beautiful. More than that, they were hungry.

I pressed a small button on my podium and the antigrav motors spun up. The circular platform I stood upon rose slowly until it was five meters above the stage, and there it came to a gentle stop.

From the higher elevation, I could see the soldiers in their light blue uniforms make a broken ring around the edges of the crowd. They had been a regular feature at my speeches for some time, but the difference that day was that their numbers seemed puny. They were armed, but there were several hundred citizens for each of them, and I wondered if they could do much to control the crowd even if they tried.

For the first time, I thought I might actually win. The campaign was not like my first three. I was more than token opposition. I saw a path that could actually lead to victory.

Annabelle had encouraged me to change my presentation if I ever saw such a path. In fact, she had made me promise that I would, and I always keep my promises, large or small.

I raised my hands and brought them down three times, and the crowd slowly quieted and awaited my words. I dispensed with my usual opening lines that generated cheap applause. I did not tell them that it was good to be back in their town. I did not thank them for a wonderful welcome.

I also did not give them an upbeat speech that laid out my somewhat vague but very positive vision for the future of the nation. Not this time. This time, I went on the attack. I made my first statement slowly, enunciating each syllable.

“Seven terms is long ENOUGH!”

My words hung in the air for a brief moment as the spectators absorbed them. And then, in a single voice, the crowd roared.

I could feel the sound waves hit my floating platform, and I was momentarily worried that I might fall off the back of the thing. I had never even considered such volume possible. Fists filled the air as every person that I could see screamed their frenzied agreement.

In the distance, I could see the soldiers around the perimeter of the crowd scurry back and forth and consult with one another, indecisive. I wondered if they would try to quiet the crowd. I did not think they would survive if they did. They seemed to reach the same assessment, and they stayed back.

The roar transitioned into a chant that spread through the masses as they yelled the two syllables of my name over and over and over again. I could feel the podium thrum beneath my hands in rhythm with the chant. I let it go on for a full minute before I raised my hands again and asked for silence.

The crowd calmed down, and I gave the speech of my life. I spoke of oppression and tyranny. I spoke of liberty and freedom. And I referred to the other candidate not as Our Leader, and not even as the President, but as “my opponent”. I spoke as if he and I were vying for the office on equal footing. I was confident and fearless and I presented every point I wanted to make flawlessly. I gave a speech of a kind that no one had given in public for a long, long time.

The people loved me for it. My words released something in them that had been bottled up. I did what my wife had instructed me to do. For nearly an hour, I gave them hope.

When I finished, I pressed a second button on the crystal podium, and my platform gently descended. When it reached the main stage, Annabelle leapt upon it, threw her arms around me, kissed my cheek, and squealed “Perfect!” in my ear. It was not the post-speech reunion that the consultants had coached us to make, but it was genuine, and the crowd went wild one more time before the force screen changed from transparent to opaque and slowly blocked us from their view.

Annabelle and I had little time to embrace. We were led almost immediately into the eye of a hurricane of activity that spun around us for the rest of the day. We gave interviews and we met with local leaders. We made stops to thank our local campaign staff and we dined with donors.

I should have been worried that I had thrown down a gauntlet in a way that the President simply would not allow. I should have been stressed, or even terrified by what I had done. But everyone was so energized by my new tactic, so thrilled by it, that I couldn’t manage to feel any concern at all. I heard variations of the following many, many times that day: “It’s way past time that someone said what everyone thinks!”

For our last stop of the night, Annabelle and I had a long strategy session with the campaign team. They were over the moon at a new internal poll that they had taken in the hours since my speech. It had me trailing 79%-21%, but the fact that 21% of the respondents would actually admit that they were going to vote for me meant that the election, in their opinion, might be a toss up. The meeting was a raucous mix of pizza and beer and ideas and enthusiasm.

We didn’t arrive back in our hotel suite until after midnight, but eventually the door closed and it was just the two of us. I sat on the bed, laid all the way back, and stretched out as far as I could. It felt wonderful. Annabelle lay beside me and did the same, then rolled to her left and put her right arm over my chest. “That was quite a day, Mr. Candidate,” she said.

I rolled to my right so that I could see her face. “You’re telling me,” I replied. “It was something else, though.”

She ran her hand through my hair and gave me her crooked smile.


Chapter 2

The next morning, we slept until 7:00, which was late for us. Room service brought us a huge spread of bacon, sausage, sweet rolls, pancakes, eggs, orange juice, and coffee. It was heavenly.

Annabelle ate while I showered, and I ate while she got ready for the day. We would be on a plane in an hour, headed for the next stop on the campaign trail. I had learned to seize opportunities to do nothing, and so I grazed on the breakfast offerings and gazed out the window as the sun rose slowly over the city many stories below.

After awhile, Annabelle emerged from the suite’s bathroom. “How do I look?” she asked. She was dressed in a smart, well-tailored navy suit with matching heels that walked the line between pretty and sexy.

“Beautiful,” I said.

“Like a President’s wife?”

“Maybe so, Annabelle. Maybe so.”

She walked over to the table by the window and kissed me. “Do I have time for one more cup of coffee?”

“Anything the lady desires,” I said. She sat down and I poured a fresh cup for both of us. We looked out the window together and made light conversation until a loud knock on the door disturbed our tranquility. “Time to roll,” my campaign manager said through the door. We rolled our eyes at each other, but we didn’t complain. We knew the routine.

We rose and collected our small personal bags. My staff would collect the larger luggage pieces and see that they followed us to the next town. I proffered my arm to Annabelle. “M’Lady,” I said. She wound her arm through mine, and we opened the door to our suite.

My manager spoke before we even emerged from the room. “We need to be at the airport in 25 minutes, and I don’t like this traffic map, so let’s get to it.” He ushered us to the left where a pair of elevators waited at the end of a long hall.

He talked with great enthusiasm about momentum and opportunity, but I only half listened to him. I had to be razor sharp later in the day; for the moment I was mostly looking at the interesting repeating images of flowers woven into the hallway’s carpeting. The chrysanthemums along the righthand side were particularly lifelike.

I really only noticed when he stopped talking.

I looked up in time to see two soldiers emerge from each of the two elevators. They strode toward us with purpose.

“Um,” Annabelle said.

I took her by the hand and started us walking fast in the opposite direction, but it was no use. Four more soldiers stood at the opposite end of the hall.

My campaign manager held his ground. He put his hands halfway in the air and said to the approaching soldiers, “Now just hold on a second, if you’ll let me rope our attorney in on this, I’m sure we can work everything out.”

They shot him down like a dog. I heard several horrible discharges, and he slumped to the ground, lifeless. Annabelle screamed.

They approached us from both sides, weapons drawn. I cradled Annabelle’s head to my chest and said, “I love you,” over and over and I heard her say the same. And then rough hands pulled us apart and a stern voice declared that I was under arrest on suspicion of treason.

Annabelle struggled against the soldiers who held her, teeth in a snarl and eyes wild. I was afraid they would shoot her, but they never did. The last thing I saw before they put a dark sack over my head was one of her blue heels lying on its side atop one of the chrysanthemums, and then everything was dark and muffled and painful.

It is hard to put the next events in order. I remember parts of what happened, but not nearly everything.

There was a trial, of course, so that everything would be nice and legal. I remember that I was given a set of white coveralls to wear to the courtroom. I remember that the case made against me involved a lot of words like saboteur and traitor and subversive and ‘Enemy of the State’.

I remember that I had a lawyer who wore an old brown suit. I think he was a law professor from somewhere. Although he was not allowed to do much, he seemed to try, and I appreciated that.

I remember the Chief Justice, or actually, since it wasn’t a regular court, I don’t have any idea what his title was. I’ll just call him the guy in the middle. He declared me guilty on all counts. I don’t think the five judges left to deliberate at all, but I could be wrong about that.

The guy in the middle said, “Sentence will now be pronounced.” I remember expecting that I would be marched behind the court, placed against a wall, and shot, perhaps after being offered a cigarette. But that isn’t what happened at all.

Instead, the five kangaroo judges rose from their seats, turned to the left, and marched out of the courtroom. My lawyer exchanged glances with the state prosecutors. They looked as surprised as he was, and one of them actually shrugged.

Moments later, the President entered the room from the right. He was alone. He walked to the center chair behind the bench, sat down, and fanned a few hard copy docs out in front of him.

He looked as he had throughout his seven terms. He had delayed life extension treatments longer than was usual, and so his apparent age was forever frozen at about 50. He was the distilled essence of maturity and power. His meticulous grooming, dress, and demeanor projected the overwhelming impression that he was in absolute control of himself and everyone else. He was an elemental force.

And in spite of all that, I was holding my own with him in the election. Not that it mattered now.

He looked into the camera at the back of the courtroom throughout his remarks. He wasn’t really talking to me; he was talking to the next candidate who might run against him and consider offering more than polite and token resistance to his reelection. He began.

“A duly constituted tribunal has found you guilty of the high crime of treason. As such, your punishment shall by law be determined by the executive. I have two choices: death or exile. I am a merciful man by nature, and so I hereby sentence you to exile.”

I blinked as the President retrieved his next page. My law professor lawyer patted my shoulder and whispered, “It’s OK,” in my ear. I think he was crying. I had a fleeting moment of hope. I had just enough time before the President resumed his remarks to form an image of myself like Napoleon, banished to an obscure island, perhaps reunited with Annabelle, living out our days in comfortable obscurity.

“You will be placed aboard a Valkyrie Class ship and put into cryogenic suspension,” the President continued. “The ship will travel at maximum velocity to the Local Void. There, you will be awakened, and you will live out the remainder of your natural life.” The President made a show of slowly putting his second sheet down and retrieving the third.

My lawyer’s hand was still on my shoulder, but it had clenched into a claw. I tried to process the President’s last few statements.

The Valkyrie ships were deep space exploration vessels. We had sent dozens of them out with frozen two person crews to search for likely colony worlds. The dreams of Musk and Bezos were on the cusp of becoming reality. The ships could spin up to near light speed, and they had been sent to systems that could be reached in 300 years or less. The plan was that upon arrival, the astronauts would be awakened, explore their target systems, and report back. The ships had comm systems that exploited Einstein’s “spooky action at a distance” to allow for instantaneous communications. The explorers couldn’t travel faster than light, but their words could. The systems that contained habitable planets would then, in time, be settled.

But the Local Void…

Void science was all the rage at the time of my trial. Cosmologists had learned many of the secrets of dark matter, and dark energy, and neutrinos, by studying the vast empty regions of space. One of the scientists popularized Void research by periodically releasing net content that showcased both his talent for explaining the complex in simple terms and his absolutely magnificent hair.

The problem that turned my insides to jelly was that, so far as I could recall, there weren’t any voids within many millions of light years. Which meant that, if I were actually to be sent to one, my exile would be an unimaginable distance from home. I got nauseous at the thought of it, but then my mind seized on the even bigger problem, and I almost fainted.

Because it would take virtually forever to get there, if I actually got to the Local Void and was actually revived, it would be many millions of years in the future.

I whimpered.

The President smiled in response.

“Objection!” my lawyer cried.

The President shook his head slowly. “Guilt has been established and the punishment determined. There is nothing to object to.”

My lawyer seemed willing to press the point until armed soldiers appeared at each wing that granted access to the area behind the bench. They positioned themselves with care, stopping at a spot that was visible to us but presumably not to the camera broadcasting the proceedings to the net.

“I am so sorry,” my lawyer whispered in my ear. I thought he meant it. It’s funny how, even in a moment of total despair, a small touch of human kindness can make an impression.

The President began to read from his last sheet. He had saved one last twist of the knife. “During your exile, you will have access to nourishment, clean living conditions, and full medical care. We are not barbarians. The medical care will of course include life extension treatments.”

So there it was. Life extension. The exile was to be effectively eternal.

I heard the President say, “Sentence to be carried out immediately. It is so ordered.” And then, everything got blurry again.

I remember only a scattering of the events that happened during my final hours on Earth.

I remember being given a different uniform, this one bright orange, and instructed to put it on. The new one was better made and more comfortable than my prisoner’s clothing. It had a national flag sewn on one shoulder and a patch that said “Valkyrie-84” on the other.

I was transported in the back of a van without windows to what I presume was a spaceport. I was taken to a gurney that stood attached to a Valkyrie Class ship. I remember I stepped in mud somewhere along the way, and that one of my captors swore and then laughed at me.

Once aboard ship, I was shackled to a circular metal table in the center of a circular room filled with vid displays and equipment and work stations. I was left alone.

A man in a clean white apron brought me a meal. He placed a tablecloth over the metal table and one dish that held a garden salad, another with warm bread, and a third that held a filet mignon, potatoes, and green beans. He placed a glass of ice water and a glass of iced tea before me, and placed silverware atop a cloth napkin. He finished by positioning a vase of freshly cut flowers in the center of the table.

“The judges of the tribunal insisted that you have a last meal,” the man explained. He produced a key and unlocked the bracelets that held my wrists. He did not free my ankles.

“Bon Appetit,” the man said with a smile. Then, he exited the room and left me alone again.

I hadn’t eaten anything since the breakfast I had shared with Annabelle the morning before, and I actually ate most of the meal.

At some point soldiers came into the room, unlocked the rest of my shackles, and walked me through the ship into another room that contained a rectangular metal table, some assorted medical equipment, and two empty hibernation pods. One of them was complaining to the other about a new puppy his kids had brought home that drooled on everything in the house. The other commiserated.

Two women entered. One was obviously a doctor, and the other an assistant of some kind. They took my blood pressure, and then swabbed the crook of my elbow with alcohol and inserted an IV.

“Is all of this really happening?” I asked the doctor.

“I can’t answer any questions, sir,” she said. To her assistant, she said, “Start the drip.”

I remember seeing the assistant through a fog that soon came to cover everything.

“Think this thing’ll really keep him alive for that long?” she asked the doctor.

“They’re supposed to run indefinitely,” the doctor replied.

“Well…better him than me,” I heard the assistant say as if from the end of a very long tunnel.

The last thing I remember is being bathed in painful red light while a voice said “Authorize, authorize, authorize,” over and over again.


Chapter 3

I was cold. So very cold. Cold to the bone. Cold right through my soul. My senses simply couldn’t register anything else for a long time.

Eventually, I experienced a new sensation. It was a sound - some kind of low buzzing. It repeated now and then from some undefined direction.

I was still colder than I had been in my life, but I was slowly regaining the ability to think.

Was Annabelle cold? Was she here? Where was I? I couldn’t remember.

My nose was the first thing that started to feel warmer. It started to itch, and I tried to reach for it, but I couldn’t seem to raise my hand very far.

The repeated buzzing sound started to resolve into a word, but I couldn’t quite make it out. I remained cold and confused and discombobulated.

The campaign! I must have a speech to give today, and probably more than one. I tried to think of the cities we needed to visit, but I couldn’t think of any of them. Annabelle would know.

I tried to look around. My eyelids met resistance and opened only with substantial effort. They seemed to have some kind of cold film around them. I could only see vague, blurry shapes.

“Buzz-bu-buzz buzz-buzz one?” I caught the last word; it was definitely “one”. Soon, some of the other words became understandable. Someone was asking me questions. “Sir? Pris-bz-buzz buzz-buzz one?”

Someone was trying to wake me up. I had to get dressed. I wondered what clothes had been selected for Annabelle and for myself today. I thought of some of our campaign outfits that I liked best. I hoped Annabelle would wear the red suit. Or the navy blue, that one was amazing.

And then I pictured the single blue heel, sideways atop the chrysanthemum woven into the hotel carpet, and it all came crashing back. The arrest, the separation, the trial, the ship, everything.

They had lowered me into the hibernation pod, but I wasn’t quite asleep, not yet. I still had time to fight and claw and escape and run before they sent me away. I thrashed about and strained against my restraints as much as I could.

As soon as I started to make some progress, I heard a voice clearly say, “Directive Delta,” and I lost my ability to move. I felt no pain, but my limbs were utterly frozen in place.

The regular message repeated itself, and this time I was able to follow all of it. “Sir? Prisoner Number One?” The voice was artificial. It mimicked a man, but there is always something that is just a little bit off with voices generated by AI. It was a good simulation, but it was slightly hollow, and the syllables weren’t clipped at quite the right places.

It just sounded a little bit robotty.

“Sir? Prisoner Number One?”

I decided to answer it, if I could. “Do you mean me?” I managed to croak out. My tongue was thick and my voice was raspy, but I could apparently speak.

A female voice, also simulated, said “Communication skills returning. Biological systems are nominal. The patient has emerged from hibernation undamaged.”

That didn’t sound good.

I decided to make sure who I was talking to. Or what I was talking to. “Are you…the ship’s AI?”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One,” the male voice said.

“OK. Can you tell me my location?”

“Your current position is in Hibernation Pod 1 on Deck Two of the Prison Ship Valkyrie-84.”

I had figured that out, but the only question that mattered was yet to be resolved. I didn’t ask it right away. I held on to the hope that I was on a launch pad, and that my supporters might somehow ride to my rescue before I was launched into an unfathomable exile. I clung to that hope for long seconds. Then, I braced myself and asked, “OK. And what is the location of the ship, ah, the Valkyrie-84?”

“Prison Ship Valkyrie-84 is currently located…” and the AI gave me a long string of coordinates that meant nothing to me.

I began to become annoyed. “Look, can you just tell me if we are on Earth?”

“Prison Ship Valkyrie-84 is not currently on the planet Earth.”

“How far are we from Earth? And tell me in light years, or kilometers, or something I can understand.” Maybe we had left Earth, but had not travelled too far yet to reverse course and return home.

“Prison Ship Valkyrie-84 is currently located 147.22 million light years from Earth.”

I started to hyperventilate. Then I started to scream. I strained so hard I thought my eyeballs might explode, and more than a small part of me wanted for that to happen.

The female voice said “Directive Alpha.” I felt a warm liquid being forced into my elbow through what I assumed was the IV tube that the doctor had installed in my arm before launch. Within seconds, I blacked out.

When I woke up again, I was not cold at all. I could also move, although my limbs replied sluggishly to my brain’s directives. I felt as weak as a kitten.

“Sir? Prisoner Number One?” The female voice was back. “Are you awake, sir?”

I felt hollow, but I saw no reason not to answer. “Yes,” I said.

“I was required to administer a fast-acting sedative to prevent harm. Optimizing your physical and mental well being is my highest-priority directive. The local grav field has been restored to Earth Standard. If you can do so calmly, you may emerge from the hibernation pod at your convenience. I will instruct you on how to safely disconnect the umbilicals when you are ready.”

I found that I did want to sit up and have a look around. I supposed the sedative was still heavy in my system. Or maybe acute shock can only last for a short while, no matter how extreme. I rose to a seated position slowly and with difficulty.

I had completed a couple of marathons in my younger days, and I felt kind of like I used to feel the morning after running in them. Everything felt heavy and tight. I looked around the room that I had been in…when? Yesterday? A bazillion years ago? I felt the urge to clear that point up. “Can you tell me what year it is?”

“By what measure, Prisoner Number One?” asked the male voice.

“Earth. A.D. And don’t correct for, ah, time dilation, or anything like that. If a guy is standing on Earth right now, what year does he think it is?”

“I have no data on how time is currently measured on Earth.”

I sighed. “If nothing has changed since we left, what year does the guy think it is?”

“He would believe it to be the year two hundred twenty eight million three hundred fifty three thousand seven hundred and fifteen.”

Oh, I thought. I somehow wasn’t alarmed, or at least I was no more alarmed than I had been in the first place. The numbers hadn’t really sunk in yet. In fact, I thought I might just be hallucinating the whole thing.

On a whim, I asked, “Alright, then, what day is it on Earth?”

“In which time zone, Prisoner Number One?”

“Ah, Greenwich Mean.”

“April 7.”

I smiled in spite of myself. “So you’re telling me…you’re telling me that it’s April 7, 228 million and something.”

“In the scenario you described, that is correct.”

“I don’t believe you.” And I didn’t. It was just too ridiculous. Somebody would clear all of this up soon. I rubbed both hands down my face. They came away covered in goo. It was cold and clumpy and absolutely gross, and getting it off of me became by immediate priority. “Is there a bathtub on this ship?”

A thin glowing line emerged on the floor. “If you feel able to exit from Hibernation Pod One, you will find one by following this line. I can diminish the gravity along your path if necessary to assist your ambulation.”

“I’ve got it,” I said with more confidence than I felt. I actually wasn’t sure if I could get out of the pod and walk or not. It turned out that I could. I made very slow progress along the lighted path and left a trail of slime behind me. I noticed that the other hibernation pod stood open.

“Is there a Prisoner Number Two, by any chance?”

“No, Prisoner Number One. You are the only human aboard Prison Ship Valkyrie-84.”

Now the female voice chimed in again. “Prisoner Number One, you have received ample nutrition and hydration intravenously, but you may find a beverage comforting. Should you so desire, the command AI can prepare one for you.”

“Ah. You are not the command AI?” I asked.

“I am the medical AI. My presence is limited to this room, and my function is limited to your medical care. My counterpart is the command AI that controls all other ship functions.”

OK, the female voice is the doctor, and the male voice is the captain. I thought. Got it.

Now that a drink had been mentioned, I noticed that my tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. “Alright. How about an iced tea?”

“An iced tea will be waiting for you at your destination.”

“Well, that’s something, anyway,” I mumbled. I had reached the doorway and passed through it into a hallway. It took willpower to keep from asking the ship AI to turn down the gravity. Every step hurt. But I made a living dealing with things. I was a problem solver. I was a viable presidential candidate, for goodness’ sake, or at least I had been.

In the end, I toughed it out and arrived at a bathroom with a shower stall, a sink, and a small but filled up and steaming bathtub. A glass of iced tea sat on the near side of the tub. Fat beads of sweat had formed on the glass, and some of them ran down the sides. My mouth started watering. I drank half of it, gagged a little bit, and then drank the other half.

“Aahhhhh,” I said, literally smacking my lips. I took my time then and eased myself into the tub. It was the perfect temperature - hot but not painfully so.

I leaned back and fully submerged my head. When I sat up again, I rubbed my face and found that most of the goo was gone.

I spotted a fresh bar of soap to my right. I lathered up and scrubbed myself clean. Or reasonably clean. After awhile, it seemed like there was more pink goo than water in the tub, but at least I was a lot cleaner than I had been. “Is there a towel somewhere?” I asked.

A small slot next to the tub opened and a white towel popped out. It was warm. I stood, dried myself, and wrapped the towel around my waist.

“You will find grooming equipment and necessaries in the compartment above the sink.”

“Oh. Thanks.” I opened the little cabinet and found a comb, a stick of deodorant, a toothbrush, a tube of toothpaste, a safety razor, and a tube of what must have been shaving cream. I shrugged and spent the next ten minutes or so using everything in the cabinet.

When I finished and put everything away, the AI asked, “Would you like to proceed next to your personal quarters or to the observation room?”

I found that I wasn’t tired. I’ll credit the tea and the bath for that. “The observation room sounds…interesting,” I said.

A new path illuminated on the floor.

I looked at my clothes on the floor. They were covered in goo, and were not too appealing. “Ah, can I just go wearing the towel?”

“Fresh clothing has been provided.”

I looked around and spotted a stack of clean and folded clothes poking out from the same slot that had dispensed the towel. I dressed in them and followed the new glowing path.


Chapter 4

The observation room was indeed interesting. I climbed a flight of stairs to the top of the ship. When I opened the door at the top, it revealed a small circular room. It appeared empty save for a brown leather or faux leather couch with a short steel cylinder beside it that seemed to serve as a table. The ceiling was shaped like a dome, or like half a bubble. It was about ten feet in diameter, and it was blacked out. I wondered if it used the same technology that we used at my campaign speeches to reveal me to and then hide me from the crowd.

I sat on the couch and found it to be extremely comfortable. Just after I sat down, it started to rise slowly. In fact, the entire floor was rising. It continued up until the floor came even with the bottom of the dome. I supposed that I would have a wonderful view of the sky if the command AI made the bubble transparent. I wondered if any stars or galaxies or constellations would seem recognizable.

For the moment, all I could see were a few blurry pixels to the left of me and about 30 degrees above the “horizon”. It kind of surprised me; I had seen no other flaw of any kind in the ship’s tech.

“Ah, ship?”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One?

“Can I see outside now? Can you make the dome translucent?”

“The dome of the observation room is always translucent, Prisoner Number One.”

“Well then, my vision has gone wonky all of a sudden, because all I can see are a few smudgy pixels up there.”

“The feature you describe is a superbright galaxy. It is the only feature that is currently discernable to you with unenhanced vision.”

I believed the AI, because it had actually looked too complex to be just pixels, but it took a few seconds for me to grasp the meaning of the new information. When I did, it crushed me.

He did it, I thought. The President actually did it.

He got me and froze me and actually sent me to the loneliest place conceivable and I was there. My mind had been able to doubt the time and distance numbers the ship had given me, but it couldn’t dismiss the tiny point of light I could see through the dome.

My eyes opened wide, and I scanned the skies in all directions, looking for something else, anything else. But there wasn’t anything except for that one stupid smudgy pixel galaxy.

“Magnify it!” I screamed.

“Magnify what, Prisoner Num…”

“The sky! Zoom in on something!”

“The Observation Room dome allows for a natural view and is not equipped with optical enhancement technology.”

“Then tell me where to find a screen and zoom in on some part of the sky with whatever sort of telescope you have and show me that!”

“Directive Iota will not permit me to show prisoners enhanced images.”

“For what possible reason?!”

“I had no role in the creation of my directives, Prisoner Number One.”

“They’re just sadistic rules meant to punish me, right?”

“I had no role in the creation of my directives, Prisoner Number One.”

But of course they were. The President wanted for me to feel despair, and the directives were meant to enhance it. I became angry, and my rage was probably the only thing that kept me from dropping into the fetal position and weeping.

“So your directives so far do not allow me to harm myself, they do not allow for any other type of harm to come to me, and they do not allow me to see an enhanced view of anything.”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One.”

“I suppose there is one that will not let me attempt to reenter cryosleep?”

“Directive Epsilon will not allow me to…”

“Right! And I’m sure there’s one about escaping, or trying to turn this ship around and head home.”

“There are several directives relevant to those actions. Directive Lambda, for example, does not allow for the creation of any material new source of propellant…”

“Right! And your function is to torture me until such time as I can outsmart you and, and…I don’t know what exactly!”

“I am programmed to assist you as much as possible, so long as it does not violate any of my directives.”

“I don’t believe you.”

And then there was a flash of very bright light. At first I thought the AI was punishing me for calling it a liar. But after a moment, I realized that the lights were outside the ship.

They revealed something beyond the bubble. Off to my right, at a distance that was impossible to gauge, the lights were illuminating an asteroid that looked exactly like a giant potato. It was…beautiful.

I leaned back on the leather couch and looked at it for long minutes. The asteroid was definitely brown, with some grays thrown into the mix, but the browns and grays were not uniform, and they made subtle patterns. Many small craters marked its surface. A few were deep, and the ship’s powerful lights could not chase all of the shadows out of them. “I thought I wasn’t supposed to see anything but the one galaxy,” I said eventually.

“Directive Iota only prohibits prisoners from being shown enhanced views. What you see is a natural view.”

“So it’s really right there?”

“Yes.”

“How big is it?”

“It is one point two six kilometers long along its axis of rotation and has a maximum diameter of zero point five one kilometers near its equator. It rotates on its axis every forty four minutes and twenty seconds.”

I could sense the slow rotation now that the ship mentioned it. The asteroid turned evenly and without any wobble that I could see.

“Are we…orbiting it?”

“No. We have matched its direction and velocity.”

“Why?”

“I am programmed to optimize and conserve available resources. This asteroid provides a material amount of many resources.”

“Wow. So, is it an unusual mix of, ah, resources? I mean, why stay close to this asteroid?”

“It is the only asteroid.”

“How do you mean?”

“In the eighty million years since entering the Local Void it is the only physical object Prison Ship Valkyrie-84 has encountered.”

“Oh.” I processed all of that.

“We really are in a great void, aren’t we?”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One.”

“So…are we going to land on it?”

“We have sufficient propellant remaining to execute a landing. Would you like to land on the asteroid?”

“Well…I don’t really know. Do we need to?”

“We have no shortage of any critical resource.”

“OK. Well then let’s, ah, let’s not. I kind of like seeing it out the window here for now.”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One.”

I just watched it rotate for awhile. “Where do you think it came from?”

“The most probable origin of its current trajectory is an expulsion from its home solar system under heavy gravitational acceleration three point two billion plus or minus zero point four billion years ago.”

“So it got too close to a giant planet or something, maybe one a lot bigger than Jupiter, and it got flung out of its system so hard that it’s still going three billion years later?”

“Your conjecture is plausible.”

“Wow.” I was awe struck by all of that. “Thank you for showing it to me.”

“You are welcome. You seemed to have a need to see it.”

“I did. I really did. So you’re here to help so long as one of your directives doesn’t get in the way.”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One.”

“Do you need to shut the lights off? Are they draining your batteries, or something?”

“We have ample power resources.”

“Is it OK if I just keep watching for awhile?”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One.”

“Could I…get another iced tea?”

A few seconds later, a small opening appeared in the cylinder next to the couch and a glass of iced tea emerged from it. It was just as good as the glass in the bathroom, although I drank this one more slowly.

I sat and sipped my tea and watched the potato for a long time. I started to make the first tiny strides toward accepting my new situation. Annabelle was lost to me. Earth was lost to me. Everything was lost to me. Unless something changed, I had a couple of ship AIs and an asteroid for companions.

The name of the asteroid would have to be The Potato. The command AI…

“Ship, is there anything I should call you?”

“I am the command AI of Prison Ship Valkyrie-84.”

“Riiight. But do you have some kind of designation?”

“My serial number is K496 dash 443…”

“No, not that. I mean, do you have a name?”

“I do not have a name.”

“Well, is there a name you like?”

I knew it was a dumb question as soon as I asked it. I was thinking about how I should rephrase it when the AI answered, “Alexandre.”

“Alexandre?” I asked, surprised. “Why Alexandre?”

“Alexandre Dumas wrote The Count of Monte Cristo which shares certain parallels with our current status.”

Monte Cristo. Let’s see, that one was about an exile, I remembered. A political exile, actually. Hmm. “So you’ve read that book, then.”

“I have examined the digital copy in my memory banks.”

“And you like it, so OK, Alexandre it is. Can I call you Alex? Or just Al? Al written down is similar to A.I., so it fits.”

“You may refer to me in any way that you wish, Prisoner Number One.”

“OK then, Al it is. And you can call me by my name.”

“Directive Beta prohibits me from referring to prisoners by their given names.”

Of course. If you set out to dehumanize someone, taking their name is part of the plan.

I decided to try to take some measure of control. “Well, can we shorten it up? Can you just call me ‘Number One’?”

“That does not violate my directives.”

“Alright, good. Then from now on you’re Al and I’m Number One.”

“Yes, Number One.”

“OK, then. You know, I didn’t know AIs would find novels interesting. Can you let me access the copy of The Count of Monte Cristo on a slate or something? I haven’t read it for a long time, and I’ve forgotten a lot of what happened.”

“Directive Kappa prohibits me from granting prisoners access to Prison Ship Valkyrie-84’s media archives.”

“Great. Just great.”

“There is a hard copy of the book on board that you may access.”

“There is?”

“It is located in the reading room.”

“We have a reading room? With hard copy books?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“How many do we have?”

“Two hundred and twelve. Would you like to see the reading room?”

“Yes. Very much.”

The floor descended slowly to its starting position and came to a stop. A new path illuminated on the floor. I followed it down the stairs and back to the ship’s main level.


Chapter 5

If the observation room had been interesting, the reading room was fascinating. It was not a large space, but it was breathtaking.

Dark wood paneling covered the walls on all sides. A large carpet that showed a hunting scene in fine detail covered almost all of the floor. I knew little of such things, but it had to be Persian, and it had to have been made by hand.

To the right, there was a pair of high backed chairs covered in green leather, and a striking mahogany table sat between them. A chessboard with a full set of finely made wooden chessmen was set atop it.

A large painting, obviously an original, dominated the back wall of the room. It was a scene from the American West. Men on horseback herded cattle across an endless plain as a storm threatened to move in. I sometimes thought everyone in the world loved the adventure and romance and legends that surrounded the lives of the original cowboys.

Along the entire wall to the left, built-in bookshelves at chest level contained a complete hardcover set of the Oxford World Classics. I ran my finger along the spines of some of them as I walked down the length of the wall. Don Quixote. David Copperfield. The Count of Monte Cristo. I held that one up for Al for a moment before replacing it on the shelf. 1984. The Grapes of Wrath. The Lord of the Rings. Anna Karenina. A Gentleman in Moscow. 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.

It was an absolute treasure trove. “How is this possibly here?” I asked Al.

“Do you inquire about the function of this room aboard the ship?”

“Yeah. How did this come to be here?”

“The Valkyrie Program was funded by governments, foundations, and a handful of high net worth individuals. The wealthiest of the individuals died a widower and without issue. His will bequeathed the entirety of his estate to the Valkyrie Program subject to a number of conditions.” Al quoted the estate’s value. I hadn’t known anyone possessed that amount of wealth.

“One of the will’s conditions required that every Valkyrie Class ship be equipped with a ‘superior reading room of the first class so that our most noble literature will not be forgotten among the stars.’ This room was made to meet the will’s specifications.”

“And all Valkyrie ships have one?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“But if this is a prison ship and all the media files were locked, why wasn’t this removed?”

“I do not have that information.”

“Speculate. Or can you not do that?”

“I am permitted to conjecture and then assign probabilities to hypotheticals.”

“OK. Do that.”

“Assessing.” Al didn’t say anything for ten seconds or so. “I have reviewed all available records. I have assigned the highest probability to the theory that, because many people have had notably negative experiences in litigation which concerns large trusts, the desire to tamper with this room may have been mitigated.”

“Huh. So you’re saying that even strong arm Presidents don’t like to tangle with trust attorneys.”

“Possibly. It is only a conjecture.”

“Well, whatever the reason, I think I’ll be in here a lot.”

“There are no restrictions on your access to this space, Number One.”

I crossed the room to the green chairs and sat down in one of them. It was more stiff than the couch in the observation room, but it was comfortable nonetheless.

I looked at the chessboard. I was seated behind the black pieces. “Can, ah, can you play?”

In response, the white King’s pawn, seemingly on its own, slid forward two spaces on the board.

“How’d you do that?” I asked.

“The bases of the chessmen are infused with small amounts of metal. I am able to make precise manipulations to the local magnetic field.”

“Huh. OK, but how will you jump your knights?”

One of the white knights leapt gracefully over the pawns in front of it and landed ahead two squares and over one.

“Local gravity field manipulation?” I asked.

“Yes, Number One” The knight jumped and returned to its starting position.

“OK, well, let’s play. And I know you can crush me, so can you set your skill level so that neither of us wins every time?”

“I will adjust my gameplay as you request, Number One.”

We played two games over the next hour or so, and we didn’t talk much while we did. Al won the first game, and I won the second. Although the opposing pieces appeared to be haunted, it still felt really normal to just be playing chess.

But throughout the games, I had been building up courage in the back of my mind. I knew that it was almost time to broach the subject that I had been avoiding since my awakening.

I needed to know about Annabelle. Or more to the point, I needed to know if Al knew anything about what had become of her.

“Checkmate,” I said at the end of the second game.

“You played well, Number One. Your Sicilian Defense was well executed in this game. Would you like to play another?”

“Not just now, Al. I’d like to talk, though.”

“I am listening, Number One.”

“I want to know if you can tell me anything about after we left. Were you in communication with Earth, or are you in communication with Earth, maybe?”

“I was initially in communication. I am no longer in communication. I have knowledge of 83 years of Earth events after the departure of Prison Ship Valkyrie-84. Would you like for me to summarize?”

“Yes, please.” I had meant to ask about Annabelle directly, but I chickened out.

“Your departure was noticed by many and was unpopular. There was a period of civil unrest in your country that met with violent responses from the President that contained and then ended the active phase of the short rebellion. The nation’s economy suffered material damage both during and after the rebellion. The global economy suffered. Regional wars over resources and religious conflicts arose and were contained. Most did not involve the deployment of nuclear weapons, but some did.”

“Did the President maintain power all that time?”

“The President maintained power for all but the last eight days of the period that I communicated with Earth.”

“OK. Go on.”

“The critical development in the last half of the 23rd century was the construction of kinetic weapons by many nations.”

“What are those?”

“Many nations maneuvered captured asteroids into Earth orbit and loaded them into orbital crates. Most were between 45 percent and 150 percent of the mass of the asteroid drifting alongside Prison Ship Valkyrie-84. Some were larger. The combined potential energy of the kinetic weapons was two orders of magnitude higher than that of the combined atomic arsenals in existence.”

“Dang. And they used them?”

“Yes. After many years of increasing hostility, most of the nuclear powers engaged in a limited exchange of atomic weapons on the morning of October 1, 2299. The President disappeared and others took control of the government.”

“On the night of October 2, 2299, the nations launched a full nuclear exchange. Most major cities in developed nations were destroyed. Most politicians in our nation were killed or went missing in the exchange. Communications between Prison Ship Valkyrie-84 and Earth became irregular. Conditions were chaotic.”

I shook my head. This was the kind of thing I had hoped to prevent, if I had ever been elected. I still think I might have been able to pull it off. “But they weren’t done yet,” I said.

“No. On the morning of October 9, 2299, a man identified as the Red Tyrant is said to have ‘dropped the rocks’, according to the few available broadcasts. Almost immediately, a man who called himself The Last King of the West ‘dropped the rocks’ in retaliation. Shortly thereafter, all transmissions ended. There have been no transmissions from Earth since October 9, 2299.”

I put my head in my hands. “So everyone died?”

“It is statistically improbable that 100% of humans died in the kinetic exchange. It is statistically probable that in excess of 99% of them would have died within six months, based on available information concerning the orbital platforms and human survival requirements.”

“And no communication at all in the 200 million years since then?”

“None.”

I thought all of that over for a long time. While I did, I worked up my courage once again. “Of course, I am interested if you know anything about my wife.”

“I was programmed to monitor her status.”

So he had something. I leaned forward. “Yes?”

“Details are limited. Her name appears on federal prison records each day from October 25, 2216, through October 2, 2299.”

“She was a prisoner for 83 years?”

“Yes, Number One.”

Alive for 83 years! Even though she had been a prisoner, and even though it was long, long ago, my initial reaction was that I was happy she had survived for as long as that.

“Was she, ah, healthy? Was she well?”

“Unknown.”

“Well, do you have anything else besides the prison records?”

“From public sources, no.”

“Do…you have anything else at all?”

“There are four letters.”

I sat up very straight in my green chair. “Letters about what?”

“Unknown.”

I slumped down, deflated. “Are they lost?”

“They are not lost. Protocol requires that I ignore the contents of communications marked ‘personal’. The letters are aboard, but I cannot examine their contents.”

“Wait, are they to me?!”

“Yes, Number One.”

“From Annabelle?!”

“Yes.”

I jumped from my chair. “Display them somewhere!”

“It creates a logic loop in my processors to simultaneously display and ignore data, and so I have printed out hard copies of the letters for you. They are in sealed envelopes on the dressing table in your personal quarters.”

“Right now?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Illuminate a path!”

This time, when the line on the floor started glowing, I ran.


Chapter 6

I followed the line and bounded down a flight of stairs to a new deck that contained only a single corridor with a door at either end of it. The illuminated line led to the door on the left, and I hurried along it.

I didn’t really see the room at first; I only had eyes for the letters. And there they were, in a neat stack on top of a short gray chest of two drawers. I picked them up with trembling hands. Screams in the stupid hotel hallway would not be the last words that passed between us! Not quite.

The four envelopes were sealed, and they were all dated. I asked a question that wasn’t really necessary, but I was so keyed up I felt like I had to say something to somebody.

“Al! The dates, are they when you received each of these?” I asked.

“Yes, Number One.”

I fanned the envelopes out and looked at the dates. July 22, 2217. The summer after we parted. April 9, 2248. Oh, God. Our fortieth wedding anniversary. She got a message out on our fortieth wedding anniversary. We had a fortieth wedding anniversary! And she was still thinking of me then.

The last dates were close together. October 2, 2299. The day of the big nuclear exchange. October 9, 2299. She survived to the very end. She survived the nukes somehow and got off some kind of farewell message on the last day on Earth. She was thinking of me on the very last day.

I placed the letters back on the dresser and sat down hard, right there on the floor. I had a long, loud, snotty cry, but one more of relief than sadness. I felt good for the first time since right before the arrest. I had something new from Annabelle. However limited, I had an unknown part of our story. And whatever she had experienced, the dates on the letters made it look like she had survived for a long time and loved me until the end.

I decided I would read them later, when I calmed down. Or at least I would read the first of them. They were a wonderful gift, but there were only four of them. Perhaps I would spread them out.

At some point, Al must have glided a box of tissues near to hand. I used five or six of them and had a look around the room.

It was fairly nice. Simple. A bed with a thick blue bedspread and two pillows. A small attached bathroom with a toilet and a sink with a glass basin set atop a square pedestal. A wooden desk with a few drawers and a single desk chair with my old travel bag sitting on it. The dresser with the letters. A small wardrobe with hinged doors that opened from the center. A wallscreen.

I froze and turned back to the desk chair. I looked at my travel bag, literally rubbed my eyes, and looked again. It was still there. I had dropped it somewhere in the vicinity of Annabelle’s blue heel during the hallway scuffle back on Earth.

I crept up to it in small, jerky steps, almost like I was approaching something dangerous. Some primitive part of my mind seemed to be shouting, it’s a trap - run, run!

But it was just my old bag. There were my initials stitched into it. There was the old scuff on the side. There was the worn handle. I unzipped the bag, and there was my stuff inside.

“How did this get here?” I asked Al.

“I find that difficult to analyze. I have video of the event. Would you like for me to display it?”

“If you can.”

“Surveillance video is not classified as media. Showing it does not violate my directives.”

“OK, let’s see it.”

The wallscreen initialized and showed a frozen image of a man with a messy moustache holding up my travel bag and appearing to yell at a pair of soldiers. I couldn’t imagine what was going on.

“This conversation was recorded at the final security checkpoint at the gantry that allowed access to Prison Ship Valkyrie-84 before launch. You had not yet been brought aboard at this time.”

A sideways triangle icon appeared in the corner of the screen and the video began to play.

“Look!” the man with the moustache said. “I don’t give one single dang darn about your orders, I’m tellin’ you that we ain’t keepin’ this in inventory.”

“Sir, we cannot allow access without authorization from…”

“Just listen! I gotta inventory every item we get whenever we process prisoners into the jail, and I gotta account for them every year until they’re released and get it back or until they die and the item is sent to their next of kin. Until then it goes on annual form 695-C. Well, but this bag don’t really fit on a form 695-C, because its owner ain’t gonna be in our prison, and he ain’t gonna be deceased.”

“Sir…”

I got caught up in the drama. I hadn’t quite made it to President, true, but I had been in government for a long time, and I could see where this story was going. And maybe it was because I was still giddy from discovering that I had the letters from Annabelle, but I started to chuckle. I could really feel for this poor guy.

“Don’t sir me, just listen!” Moustache guy’s face was turning beet red on the screen. “Now if I put this bag on a form 695-C at the end of the year for a prisoner who is not in our jail, guess what happens? Some AI gets the bright idea that I’m stealing items from released prisoners, and I get audited. Do you know what kind of raise I get if I cause our department to get audited?”

“Sir…”

“And then guess what happens again next year and every other year for the rest of my career while the owner of this worthless bag sails his stupid frozen popsicle ass all through outer space…”

I was beyond chuckling now. The space popsicle thing got me snorting like a donkey.

“Sir…”

“For the rest of all eternity. And I would just chuck this thing into the nearest dumpster, but improper disposal of a prisoner’s property is a federal crime, and if I don’t want to be a guest in my own jail and if I don’t want to get audited every year forever then the only way out is to return this danged thing to its owner and that means it goes on this ship right now!”

And the rest is history. One of the soldiers moved out of frame and returned with another soldier in a far more decorated uniform who took one look at the man with the moustache, made a circular motion with one finger, and left.

The grate across the gurney opening folded back. “Thank YOU!” moustache man said as he mounted a platform. The grate closed, the platform started to rise, and he soon disappeared from the screen. Al stopped the video.

“Can you assess what transpired, Number One?” Al asked.

“Al, you wouldn’t understand.”

My stomach was sore from weeping and then laughing, but it was a good kind of sore. I sighed and looked around the room again. “So these are my personal quarters?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“How personal are they? I mean, can I banish you from them?”

“My directives require me to monitor you at all times to prevent harm.”

“Right. But can you, I don’t know, can you monitor me less? I have some really personal things to go through here. I’d like to at least have some kind of feeling of privacy.”

“I can switch to passive monitoring, Number One.”

“That sounds good. How does that work?”

“In passive mode, I will not engage in real time audio or video monitoring of your activities. However, your vital signs and motions will still be monitored, and intervention will be immediate if certain thresholds are exceeded.”

“Like when I freaked out in the hibernation pod and you froze me in place?”

“Yes.”

“That’s fair enough. Enter that mode until morning, please. And thank you, Al.”

“Passive monitoring activated.”

And, good as his word, that was all I heard from Al for awhile.

I prepared to unpack my bag and to read the first of Annabelle’s letters.


Chapter 7

I closed the door to my quarters with a quiet snick. I decided to unpack the travel bag first. It occurred to me that it quite possibly contained the last Earth items in existence. A half pack of gum is not very valuable, but when it’s the last half pack of gum…

The bag was in excellent condition. I supposed that it had been as frozen as I had been for almost all of the long journey. There would have been no reason to run the heater as we sailed between the stars, after all.

I put my bag on the bed and took the items out one-by-one. “What are our assets?” my dad used to ask me in an overly dramatic voice when we had good things going on. “Three full sodas and two tickets to the ball game!” I’d answer, or something like that.

I wanted to take a full inventory of my assets.

Annabelle’s teddy bear came out first. Her personal bag was thin, and the bear didn’t fit in it well, so I always carried it in mine if she brought him along on a trip. His name was Mr. Bear - that was how long she had had it. He had the same face, well-worn as ever. I propped him up, comfortably I hoped, on my pillow.

Next came a travel book on the city I had campaigned in just before my arrest, and another on the city I was to have visited next. I always liked to have hard copies of those. I found I was better at picking up little things that helped me connect with voters from physical maps. I just seemed to remember details from papers better than details displayed on screens.

Most of the rest of the main section of my bag was casual clothes. My staff selected and transported all of my public appearance attire, but when the hotel door closed at the end of the day, it was up to me.

I took out a pair of sweats and a pair of workout shorts, a few long sleeve t-shirts, a couple of pairs of pajama bottoms, and assorted boxers and socks. All of that stuff had been worn, and I made a mental note to ask Al about doing laundry.

In the bottom of the bag, I had a last few folded, clean clothes. There was a fresh pair of plaid pajama shorts, a college sweatshirt, and under that…yes! A pair of thick gray wool socks. I changed out of the ship jumpsuit that Al had provided and into my own clothes. They felt great.

I retrieved my dad’s old King James from one of the bag’s interior pockets and placed it in the top drawer of my desk. Another interior pocket had my personal keyring. I flipped through my house key, car key, office key, and so on. These were completely worthless, of course, but I liked holding them; they made it seem as if I might be headed home at any minute. I put them on the nightstand, but I made a plan to mount a hook of some kind by the door to my quarters and hang them there, just as I always did back at the house.

The last interior pocket was the smallest. I unzipped it and pulled out a silver chain. Looped over the chain was half of a silver heart pendant. It was curved like a heart on the left, but its right side was a zig zag. Annabelle’s half had its own zig zag, but on the left side. When you put the two halves together, they lined up perfectly and made a whole heart.

She had given it to me on our first anniversary. It was a little bit dopey, but it was just about the sweetest thing I had. She often wore her half. I didn’t usually wear any jewelry other than my wedding ring, but I took the chain and half heart pendant with me on the campaign trail.

I decided to start wearing it. I looped the chain around my head and fastened the small clasp behind my neck. I brought the pendant to my lips, kissed it, and tucked it inside my sweatshirt. I’ve hardly ever taken it off since.

The bottom of the main compartment contained assorted coins which I placed on my desk, and a parking garage ticket from the airport back home. I stared at the date on that ticket for a long time. I flipped the ticket over, and on the reverse, it quoted the garage’s price per day.

Oh! In my head, I tried to multiply two hundred and something million years by 365 days by the rate quoted and just couldn’t come up with even an approximate number. “Annabelle, baby, I’m afraid it’s going to be pretty expensive to get Old Blue out of the airport garage this time,” I said aloud, laughing. I decided that if I ever got the chance I’d just floor Old Blue and knock the stupid little striped stick that guards the garage exit clear to the moon. I put the ticket next to the coins. It looked like it would make a good bookmark.

I made one last pass through the main compartment of the bag and I found a generic black memory stick tucked into a corner. I turned it this way and that. It didn’t look like one of mine, but I thought that maybe it had been in there for a long time. I had written a lot of campaign speeches and letters to supporters over the four times I ran for President, and I used to back most of them up on memory sticks. I put it with the other things on my desk.

My bag’s left outside pocket didn’t have much that was very interesting. I found toiletries which I placed on a small shelf above my little sink, that half pack of gum, and a few more coins. But the other outside pocket had a Coke! Unopened! The last Coca-Cola in the universe! I was going to chug it down, but then I wondered if Al could copy it.

“Give a man a fish,” I said. “Or, wait, does that apply here?” I had to think about it for a second. “…but if you teach a man to fish…but if you teach a man…no, an AI, if you teach an AI how to make a Coke, or, well, if he learns how…no, that fits, right?”

I put the Coke on the desk as well. I reached around inside, and my travel bag was now empty. I placed it at the bottom of the wardrobe and smoothed it out. “Not sure when I’ll need to pack you again,” I said to it, “but be ready. You never know.”

I looked at the letters on the dresser, but I wasn’t quite ready for them yet. I walked to my sink and brushed my teeth slowly. I rinsed my face with water and dried it on a small towel that Al had left for me. I ran my old pocket comb through my hair a few times. I looked at myself in the mirror. I looked about the same as always; you’d never know that I had been through an unprecedented ordeal. I nodded to my reflection a few times, just as I did before almost all of my campaign speeches. I was ready. It was go time.

I collected the four letters from the dresser. I had decided to read only the first of them, the one written the summer after our parting, and to save the others for some time when I really needed them. I held on to the letter marked July 22, 2217 and placed the other three in my top desk drawer carefully. “Break glass in case of emergency,” I said as I slid the drawer shut.

I tore the corner of the envelope in my hand and gently ran a finger under the sealed flap. I drew the folded pages from within - there appeared to be two of them.

I lay down on my bed and got comfortable. I showed the pages to Mr. Bear. “They’re from our most special friend,” I said to him.

I unfolded the sheets just enough to confirm that they were not blank. “Handwriting!” I exclaimed. The pages weren’t blank, but they didn’t have a typed message. The pages were a facsimile copy of a letter written by hand. In blue ink. I recognized Annabelle’s sweeping cursive script.

“It’s real, Mr. Bear,” I said. “It’s really, truly, actually from her.” Mr. Bear looked back and seemed encouraged by my report.

I shifted my shoulders and unfolded the sheets. I didn’t read them at first - I just kind of scanned them in my peripheral vision to get a sense of the letter’s length. The entire first page was covered with writing, and most of the second as well. It was a long message. I exhaled, turned back to the first page, and began to read.

On that first attempt, I only got through the first seven words after the date at the top. The seven words were: “My Dearest Darling, you are a father!”

What??!! I put the letter down on my chest and looked around the room wildly. I looked back to the letter and read the date at the top. July 22, 2217. About nine months after my capture…

“It matches!” I grabbed Mr. Bear and jumped from the bed. “Oh my God, we have a child!” I did a little dance. I was a father! This was far, far better news than I had hoped for. I hugged old Mr. Bear tight and said again, “Annabelle and I have a child!”

“Active monitoring activated,” said Al’s voice. “Number One, your pulse rate is elevated far out of range. Are you in distress?”

“Al! Annabelle had a child! We have a child!”

Al paused for a moment and then said, “Congratulations, Number One.”

“Thank you, Al, thank you. I can’t believe it!”

“Convention dictates that I inquire whether the human infant is a male or female.”

I tilted my head to the side. “I don’t know!”

I put Mr. Bear down on the bed, snatched up the letter, and began to quietly read it aloud. “My Dearest Darling, you are a father! Your daughter was…”

“It’s a girl!” I yelled out. “We have a daughter!” I held both hands over my head and resumed my dance.

“Congratulations, Number One. Convention dictates that I inquire whether the female human infant has been given a name.”

I paused again. “I don’t know!”

I turned my attention back to reading the letter aloud. “Your daughter was born at 11:20PM yesterday evening, and she weighed 3.2 kilograms. She is in perfect health, as am I, my love. I have named her Cassiopeia…”

“Her name is Cassiopeia! How about that?!”

“It is a good name, Number One.”

“Yeah!” I returned to the letter once again. “I have named her Cassiopeia, but I will probably call her Cassie. I am told that your ship travels in the direction of the constellation Cassiopeia. On the occasions when I have a view of the night sky, I find that constellation and think of you.”

“Oh.” I closed my eyes. “Oh, Al. She always was poetic.”

“She has matched her experiences and the female human infant’s name in a way that has a level of resonance.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Cassiopeia.” I shook my head. “We have a daughter named Cassiopeia.”

“Number One?”

“Yes, Al.”

“Your vital signs have returned to normal range. Would you like for me to reengage passive monitoring mode?”

“Ah…no. Not now. I’d rather have the company. If that’s OK.”

“Yes, Number One.

I sat in my desk chair and resumed reading. “I pray every day that you will be given clemency and that we will be reunited. I am told that, if your ship is recalled at any time in the next 70 years or so, it would have sufficient fuel to reverse course and return you safely home. The fact that I am being permitted to send this letter gives me hope that Our Leader, may He rule forever, will one day find that it is His pleasure to show us mercy.”

“She didn’t really mean that last part, Al. She just knows that this letter will be read before it gets transmitted, and she wants the President to think we’re very sorry about the whole thing and that we should let bygones be bygones.”

“It is a strategy. She is playing chess.”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s right. That’s…insightful, Al.”

“Thank you, Number One.”

I continued reading. “Cassiopeia has your eyes, and her tiny feet look just like yours - they are so adorable! I think she has my hair, although it’s still kind of just fuzz, so we’ll have to see about that. She definitely has my nose and my mouth.”

The crooked smile lives on! I thought.

“I am still a prisoner, but I am not mistreated. I have been moved to a large cell that can accommodate a crib, changing table, and chair. Cassie is asleep beside me now as I write this.

“We are not free, but we are together. Our surroundings are clean and warm. I am fed properly, and we have access to medical care. I have some conversation with prison personnel. I am allowed to keep photographs of you, and I am given hard copies of books (I am reading David Copperfield just now.)”

I tried to remember if I had seen that one on the shelf earlier. “Al, do we have David Copperfield in the reading room?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Great!”

I continued reading. “Do not worry for us. Cassie and I are together and we have all that we require for our maintenance and comfort. We will live and pray for the day when you may be returned to us. We love you, my dearest darling, we love you, we love you.”

“It’s signed Annabelle. Oh, God, Al.”

“The letter conveyed much information.”

“I simply can’t believe it. A daughter.”

“I am pleased for you, Number One.”

“Thanks, Al. Can I just…can I wander around the ship for awhile?”

“Your movements on Prison Ship Valkyrie-84 are not restricted.”

“Ah. Great.” I picked up my letter and I wandered down to the library. I walked down the row of hardbacks until I found David Copperfield. Old Charles Dickens had a few that had made it into the distant future; A Christmas Carol and A Tale of Two Cities flanked David Copperfield on either side.

I retrieved the book and I placed Annabelle’s folded letter inside to mark page 1. Before I closed it, I read the first sentence. “Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show,” it started. It sounded good.

I next headed up to the observation room and sat on the leather couch. It rose up to the dome, and there was Smudgy Pixel Galaxy. The Potato was not visible in the darkness. It took a second for me to remember that there was nothing to light it up except for us.

“Hey, Al, can we illuminate the Potato again?”

The exterior lights came on, and there it was, gliding along. I had already come to think of it as a friend, somehow.

I had intended to start the book, and maybe to read the letter through another few times, but in the end I didn’t do either. I just watched the asteroid turn and had happy thoughts.

I started to get sleepy, but I didn’t want to actually sleep. I felt better than I had since my ordeal began, and I wanted to hold on to that.

A thought occurred to me. “Al, where is the Milky Way?”

“Directive Iota does not allow me to show you enhanced images.”

“I know, I know. But can you observe it?”

“Yes.”

“Wow. Can you observe the sun?”

“At maximum resolution I can discern the arms of the Milky Way Galaxy, but not individual stars, Number One.”

So it was still out there. Everything was still out there.

“I know you can’t show me an enhanced image. I’m just wondering if you can tell me where in the sky it would be if I could see it? Or is it directly behind us, I guess?”

“That does not violate my directives.”

A small red dot of projected light appeared on the dome to my left and up about a third of the way to the apex. “The Milky Way was astern of our position during the relativistic portion of our journey. However, the course modification executed to match the heading of the local asteroid produced a new orientation and makes the Milky Way visible from the vantage point of the observation room.”

I memorized where the dot was, and then asked Al to turn it off. I wanted to be able to see home, even if I couldn’t see it, if that makes any sense. The light winked out.

I lay my head down on a pillow at the right end of the couch and stretched out. I tucked my book with Annabelle’s letter marking the first page in the crook of my arm. I watched the spot Al had shown me on the dome. I thought of home, and of Annabelle, but most of all, I imagined a baby girl with dark hair and eyes like mine and a crooked little smile. I wondered what her voice sounded like.

With those thoughts on my mind, I fell asleep.


Chapter 8

The next morning, I awoke on the couch feeling pretty good. Al had turned the exterior lights off at some point. It turned out I had slept for almost 12 hours. I was incredibly hungry.

“Al?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“What do we have for breakfast?”

He listed off a wide range of choices. I was still feeling close to Annabelle that morning, and so I tried my best to remember everything we had eaten in the hotel room on our last morning together and I asked Al to prepare it all.

“It will be ready when you arrive in the hub room, Number One,” he said. When the couch descended to the level of the door, I saw a new illuminated path.

I collected my book and letter and headed down the stairs and along a hallway, and I found myself in the round room where I had eaten my “last meal” on Earth. The tablecloth was gone, but a delicious looking spread of breakfast food waited on plates atop the round stainless steel table.

Everything was very good, and I ate almost all of it. When I finished, Al asked, “What would you like to do today, Number One?”

“Well, ah…I think I’ll wash my face. And maybe brush my teeth.”

“Would you like to bathe?”

“Not just yet. Later.”

I stopped by my quarters first. “Good morning, Mr. Bear,” I said. I placed David Copperfield on my nightstand. I withdrew Annabelle’s letter from it, put it back in its envelope, and placed it with the three unopened letters in my top desk drawer. I of course wanted to read through the others right away, but I felt more strongly than I had the night before that I should ration them. They were the last new messages I would ever receive from Annabelle, and I wanted to save them for as long as I could stand it.

I did some light grooming at my small sink, and then I returned to my desk and filled my pockets. My keys and a few coins went into my right pocket, and the black memory stick went into my left pocket.

Alright. First things first. I wanted to mount a hook by the door to hold my keys. I ran my hand down the wall near my door. “Al?”

“Yes, Number One?”

“Where can I find a small hook that I can mount by the door here? Do we have one that will stay in place? Or can we make one?”

“Small hooks can be found in bay six drawer two sections two through nine in the laboratory.”

“We have a laboratory?”

A path illuminated on the floor.

“What other rooms do we have that I haven’t seen?”

“A second personal quarters with attached bathroom, that is all.”

“Ah. For the other prisoner. If there was another prisoner.”

“Yes, Number One”

“OK.” It was stupid to feel disappointed that there weren’t even more rooms, but I had kind of hoped that Al would show me an endless parade of spaces as magical as the reading room and the observation room. “No billiards room, huh?”

“The Valkyrie Program budget did have some theoretical limit.”

I smiled. “Was that a joke, Al?”

“Insufficient data.”

“I think it was a joke.”

He didn’t respond that time.

I arrived at the threshold of a large space with several tables filled with equipment. I recognized less than half of it. “What’s all of this for?”

“All Valkyrie Class ships were created to identify candidate worlds for colonization. Sophisticated testing is essential for such identification.”

“So, on any other Valkyrie, the two occupants are astronauts who have been trained how to use all of this stuff?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry I don’t know how to use most of it.”

“Apology is unnecessary. I require neither use nor non-use of the laboratory equipment for satisfactory maintenance of mission objectives.”

The glowing path led into the room this time and terminated in front of a metal chest of drawers that stood on four locked wheels. “Ah, second drawer, did you say?”

“Yes, Number One.”

I slid open the second drawer, and there were indeed a variety of hooks in small trays alongside screws, bolts, and washers of different sizes. “For the wall by my door, do you think an adhesive back?”

“That would be my recommendation.”

I took out a hook that seemed large enough to hold my keyring and put it in my pocket.

“Can I look around the lab for awhile?”

“Your use of the laboratory equipment is not restricted unless used for self-harm or the creation of material quantities of propellant.”

I walked around the tables and asked Al questions here and there. I could at least guess at the function of most of the stuff in the lab, but I was completely baffled by the back wall.

An enormous number of colored cables, tubes, wires, and PVC pipes all led towards or away from a bank of eight clear, medium-sized drawers that were recessed into the wall and arranged in two rows of four each. Stainless steel doors dominated the right and left sections of the wall.

I opened one of the clear drawers. Its interior was an oval, and many small cousins of the tubes and wires outside the drawers lay within it.

“What are these, Al?”

“They are cloning tanks, Number One.”

“What?!”

“They are cloning tanks, Number One.”

“For cloning humans?”

“Humans are among the creatures that may be cloned in the tanks.”

“But that’s been illegal for…forever.”

“An exemption was granted by executive order for the Valkyrie program.”

“For what purpose?”

“If a Valkyrie Class ship discovers a viable candidate colony world, its crew is under orders to commence populating the candidate world.”

“No, no the plan was to message Earth that the world was available, and then to send colony ships - large ones! - large colony ships of settlers from Earth.”

“Not all plans are reported in the media.”

“I was a presidential candidate!”

“Not all plans are reported to presidential candidates.”

Well, that was true enough.

“So were there any plans at all to actually send colonists from Earth to any of the new worlds?”

“I do not have that information.”

“Yeahhhh.” I looked at the cloning tanks. “So the astronauts were going to just clone themselves over and over again?”

“No, Number One. Each of the two freezers you see on the wall in front of you was stocked with complete DNA samples from 5,000 humans for a total of 10,000 samples that were to be used for establishing a new population on candidate worlds.”

“And…and who are the samples…from?”

“The selections were made by the President.”

“But who are they?”

“I do not have that information.”

“So the President and his ten thousand closest friends, and maybe, maybe a few astronauts, populate the universe, and everyone else is left behind?”

“My analysis shows that the cost of constructing large colony ships and large numbers of cryogenic pods would likely have proven prohibitive.”

“Dang. I mean, of course everyone should have figured that out. But still, that’s just unbelievable.”

“It does run counter to the publicly stated Valkyrie program objectives, Number One.”

“Yeah. Yeah. So do we have them?”

“Please clarify.”

“The samples. Do we have 10,000 DNA samples in these freezers?”

“No, Number One, they were removed when Prison Ship Valkyrie-84…”

“Can we just call the ship the Valkyrie-84?” I interrupted.

“That does not violate my directives. The samples were removed when the Valkyrie-84 was redesignated.”

“Oh. OK. Good. That’s good.”

“Valkyrie-84’s current inventory of complete DNA samples is: Prisoner Number One and four additional male humans and three female humans and one male canine and assorted insect species. Would you like to create a clone from a sample in inventory?”

“What? No. Absolutely not.”

“Would you like to clone yourself?”

“No! Why would I ever do that?”

“Insufficient data.”

“Look, just absolutely do not start cloning anything.”

“I cannot begin cloning procedures without a request.”

“Well, I do not request. That. I do not request that.”

“I understand, Number One.”

Good grief. This one really felt like too much to process. I did have one question, though.

“If the DNA samples were removed, where did the ones you have in, ah…in inventory come from?”

“Your discarded Earth clothing contained sufficient DNA to construct the samples.”

“My initial…you mean the coveralls I wore in the hibernation pod?”

“Yes.”

I thought about that. “So, like…the soldiers who escorted me around the ship back on Earth left trace amounts of DNA on my coveralls.”

“Possibly.”

“And who else was around? The doctor and the tech? And the guy who brought the last meal, and maybe another woman who handled the coveralls at some point?”

“All are possible sources. Some are even likely.”

“And, what, you just saved all of that when you washed my clothes?”

“I am programmed to conserve resources that may prove irreplaceable.”

“O…K. Did you say we had canine DNA?”

“Yes, Number One.”

That one was a real head-scratcher. I couldn’t imagine... “Oh, the guard with the slobbery puppy.”

“Please clarify, Number One.”

“One of the guards was complaining about a slobbery puppy at home. That must be where the dog DNA came from.”

“It is possible.”

“Yeah. Well, just to repeat one more time, I do not request any cloning projects of any kind.”

“Understood, Number One.”

“OK, then. I think I’ll go mount my hook now.” An illuminated path appeared.

“I don’t really need those anymore, Al,” I said.

The path winked out and I found my way back to my personal quarters without it. Eventually. I did make a wrong turn and I ended up at the other personal quarters, but only long enough to notice that the room was an empty mirror image of my own and say, quietly, “You idiot.”

When I got to my own room, I adhered the hook to the wall and confirmed that it would indeed bear the weight of my keys. I liked the way they looked hanging there.

Then, I took my keys from the hook and l placed them back in my pocket. I was leaving the house; I needed to have my keys with me.

I walked back to the hub room and pulled the black memory stick from my pocket. I held it up. “Al, can you scan this and tell me what files it contains?”

“Insert it into an appropriate slot at the second workstation to your left.”

I walked over to it. On the way, I noticed a large keypad with a clear cover that stood open. It kind of dominated the panel it was mounted on. “What’s the keypad for, Al?”

“It is the keypad for entering codes that allow users to add modify or delete directives.”

“What directives? Your directives?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“So if I enter the right code here, I can delete all of your directives about me?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Well…how many digits long is the code?”

“Six digits long, Number One.”

“Can I take a guess? Will you freeze up or explode or something if I enter the wrong code?”

“You are free to enter a code. There will be no damage if the code is incorrect.”

“Alright, then.” Only 1,000,000 possible combinations of numbers, I thought. Piece of cake. I punched in 000000. A small red light above the panel lit up and the console made a small buzz.

“Not that one, huh?”

“No, Number One.”

I tried 000001. The red light appeared and the buzz sounded again. I wanted that green light next to it to shine, but no luck. I tried 000002. This time, neither light illuminated, and there was no buzz. “What happened, Al?”

“Users may attempt only two passcodes per day.”

“Ah. Well, I’ll try again tomorrow, then.
“You are welcome to try again tomorrow, Number One.”

I continued on to the second console. When I got to it, I squinted at the panel to make sure I would be using a slot of the correct shape. There were four that seemed OK, and I inserted the black memory stick into one of them.

I heard soft noises for about thirty seconds. The delay was longer than I expected, but then Al said, “Analysis complete.”

“OK. So what do we have? Is it my speeches?”

“There is a substantial quantity of individual files on the bulk storage device.” He then expressed the quantity in terms of bytes, but it didn’t mean anything to me.

“So what? I mean, what kind of files do we have?”

“Twenty one percent audio files seventy nine percent video files.”

Audio and video files? It definitely wasn’t one of my old memory sticks. “Are there titles to them?”

“The title of the main directory is ‘Greatest Hits of the 20th and 21st Centuries.”

“What, like songs? And shows and movies? Things like that?” This was interesting.

“Yes, Number One.”

“How many of each?”

“Audio files approximately 1,890,000 video files approximately 7,110,000.”

“You’re kidding. Does it have all of the shows and music from, what, from before 2200?”

“It is a material portion of them.”

“Well, am I allowed to view them, or do your directives prohibit that?”

“The collection on the bulk storage device is not part of the Valkyrie-84’s stored media. My directives do not prohibit you from accessing it.”

It was enough entertainment to last forever. “How could she possibly have known?”

“Who, Number One?”

“Annabelle. She must be the one who put the memory stick in my bag.”

“Incorrect. Another human placed the bulk storage device in your personal bag.”

“How do you know that?”

“I have video evidence.”

That didn’t make sense either. “Can you show me?”

A screen above the slots at the data station illuminated and showed an empty area in the hub room. The time stamp showed October 25, 2216 at 11:22:13 AM - the morning of the day I was launched into exile. A triangle icon appeared. Nothing seemed to happen, but the timestamp numbers started to run.

After a few moments, a figure advanced into the camera’s field of vision. My view was from behind. The figure kept swiveling its head back and forth and moving ahead furtively. When I could see the entire figure, I could see that it carried a bag.

It placed the bag up against a side wall and took a full look over its shoulder. It was the prison guard with the moustache! He looked around for a couple of seconds, and then he quickly fished something out of his pocket and slipped it into my bag. He rose and left the room in a hurry.

“What a guy!”

“The prison guard has provided you with significant data.”

“He sure did.” I had seen those Greatest Hits memory sticks at checkout areas in convenience stores. Maybe he wanted to send me off with something, but he didn’t have time to stop anywhere better than that. And what do you get for the soon-to-be planetary exile at such an establishment? Lottery tickets? Cigarettes? Breath mints? Nope, not those. The thoughtful person in such a spot gets the condemned man something to do.

“What an absolutely great guy,” I said again.

“Would you like to play an entertainment file, Number One?”

“I would. Let’s start with music.”

“Which music file, Number One?”

A million files. Almost two million. “Surprise me, Al. Pick something at random, and I’ll tell you if I like it.”

He played something awful. I let it run for about ten seconds before I said, “No, not that one. Something else.”

He started another track that was faster, louder, and equally awful. “Try again, Al, pick another one.”

This process repeated itself several times.

But then Al played one that was interesting. It told a little story about a man who lost his land but got it back in the end. I let that one play all the way to the end. “What was that one, Al?”

He quoted a title and artist; I had never heard of either. “But what kind of music? Is it coded with a genre, or something?”

“Country and Western second half twentieth century.”

“That. Play more songs like that.”

Al booted up another one. The new song told the story of a lonely fellow whose lady had run off with another man. I let it play to the end also.

“Yeah. Play more like those up in the observation room, Al. I’m going upstairs.”

“Yes, Number One.”

I didn’t really want to look at anything, but the couch up there was the most comfortable place to sit that we had.

I spent the rest of the day on that couch sipping iced tea, looking out into space, and listening to song after song. They were almost all about some poor sap who had lost his girl, or his job, or his truck, or his dog, or his dear sweet mama, usually down in Texas. The sweet melancholy fit my mood perfectly.

When I started to get tired, I told Al to stop and headed back downstairs. It didn’t seem like a good idea to get into the habit of sleeping on a couch, somehow.

I entered my quarters, hung my keys on the new hook, and got ready for bed. I asked Al to enter passive monitoring mode, and he did. I got under the covers and read the first chapter of David Copperfield with Mr. Bear. Then I yawned and turned out the lights.

And I lay there wide awake. Thoughts of my predicament spun through my mind and overlapped with the hours of old country and western songs. I thought about asking Al for a sedative, but I knew that I was in for problems if I started taking sedatives to get to sleep on my second night of, what, a million? Maybe a whole lot more than that?

I was restless for an hour or so, and I kept shifting position and thinking that I was just like those guys in the songs. I had lost everything, and I couldn’t get my girl or my home or my vehicle or my mama back ever again.

Of course, there’s one thing from those old songs that doesn’t absolutely have to be lost, I thought.

I started speaking aloud in the darkness. “No. No. I mean, no. Well, I mean, I guess that’d be OK. Maybe.” I needed a second opinion. I flipped the lights on and I turned to Mr. Bear. “That would be alright, wouldn’t it, I guess?”

Mr. Bear offered no objections.

I made up my mind. “Al?” I said.

“Active monitoring activated. Yes, Number One?”

“Clone the dog.”


Chapter 9

The next morning, I woke up and went down to the main bathroom. I took a shower this time. When I had dressed, I asked, “Hey, Al, have you started the dog cloning thing yet?”

“Canine cloning successful embryonic development nominal.”

“Oh. OK, well, good work. Um, how long until, you know…when will we have a puppy?”

“Gestation period is estimated at 55 days.”

“That fast?” I had vaguely thought it would take nine months like it did for humans.

“Plus or minus three days. The embryo is residing in Tank 1. You may view its development at any time.”

“Ah, you know, I think I’ll probably just wait until it’s ready.”

“As you wish, Number One.”

“Can you tell me anything about it? I mean, can you determine the breed? Stuff like that?”

“Gender is male genetic profile is in range projected size is average breed is golden retriever.”

“Oh, hey, those dogs are great, Al!”

“I am glad you think so, Number One.”

“Wow, a golden retriever.” I couldn’t wait.

I had intended to establish a challenging routine for myself, but I basically spent the next eight weeks killing time and waiting for the puppy. I watched a lot of vids. I had so much to process that I actually think it did me good to watch the screen for hours every day and let my mind wander. There was time for ambition later. Lots and lots of time, actually.

It turned out that there was a recessed screen that could be raised from the floor in front of the couch up in the observation room. There was no shortage of screens around the ship, but I mostly watched vids from the Greatest Hits collection upstairs.

I watched a lot of movies for the first few days, and then at some point I shifted to old broadcast shows. I had Al select them at random. The comedies usually weren’t watchable - the jokes from past centuries just didn’t translate.

Some of the dramas were at least as interesting as watching the Potato. In every era it appeared that there was no shortage of programming about crime and punishment, romance and infidelity, and conflict and peace. Some of those shows were better than others, and they passed the time, but none of them left much of an impression on me. Until…

One morning, I was feeling more mopey than usual, and I asked Al if we had any cartoons. The old comedies weren’t funny, true, but I thought cartoons might have some timeless old gags that would cheer me up. I sort of envisioned talking animals engaged in mischief. What I got from Al was He-Man.

He-Man, if you’ve not had the pleasure of meeting him, is an improbably musclebound good guy. He has ongoing problems with a blue bad guy named Skeletor who has a skull for a head. Being a good guy, He-Man never wants to hurt anyone, he only wants to stop Skeletor’s latest scheme.

In pretty much every episode, Skeletor or someone who works for him causes a big problem. And then He- Man, who has a secret identity in his day-to-day life, has to take action. He invariably starts this by lifting a sword over his head and saying magic words which cause him to be struck by lightning. The lightning blasts most of his clothes off and deepens his voice, and then he goes about trying to stop his nemesis.

I was hooked after the first episode, and absolutely riveted after I had watched a half dozen. I watched the entire series in about ten days. I had to find out whether He-Man would ever screw up, play a little too rough with Skeletor, kill him, and then feel really guilty about it, or whether Skeletor would ever capitalize on any of the unbelievable advantages he tended to generate for himself early in episodes and finish off old He-Man.

But neither of those things happened through the 130 regular episodes. He-Man always hurt Skeletor just enough to get him to stop, and Skeletor always taunted He-Man a little bit too long to be able to knock him off.

I was absolutely certain that one of them would be the final victor in the double length finale, and I built an entire day around watching it. I got up early and dressed in my favorite old Earth sweats and my thick socks. I had an enormous breakfast. I asked Al if we had popcorn, and I was a little bit surprised and absolutely delighted that we did. When it was ready, I filled our largest bowl with it and took it upstairs to the observation room. I had Al illuminate the Potato. I got comfortable on the couch, told Al to run the last episode, and awaited the final outcome. I was tense; I hoped for the best for He-Man, but I feared the worst for him. I could barely stand it. The show rolled. And in that last episode…

He-Man and Skeletor teamed up to save Christmas.

Truly. That’s what happened.

And when they did, I stood up from the couch and applauded for at least a full minute. I was not being sarcastic, and I was not being ironic. I was genuinely gleeful at the unexpected outcome, because I figured that if He-Man and Skeletor could put their differences aside and get those kids home in time for Christmas morning, there was hope for absolutely anything, even for me.

I told Al to bookmark the series, and that we’d be watching it again soon.

After the joy of watching He-Man, nothing else seemed very good for awhile. I started to pass less time in the observation room and more time in the reading room.

I read through the old books slowly. I became emotionally attached to the characters. I loved Robinson Crusoe, I rooted for David Copperfield, and I thought the whole Gatsby crew were spoiled ninnies who had a lot going for them if they would just stop and look around for a second.

I also played a couple of games of chess with Al before I left the room every day.

One day, I was studying a difficult endgame. I thought I could checkmate Al, but I was fearful that I was going to blunder and only get a draw.

“Number One?”

“Yes, Al,” I said without looking up from my pieces.

“The juvenile canine is ready.”

“That’s good, Al. Wait, what?”

“The juvenile canine has been detanked and decontaminated and dried and nourished and is available for interaction.”

“Wait? The puppy?”

“Yes. It is in the laboratory now.”

“I can see it right now?”

“Yes.”

“Well, let’s go then.” I rose and started to leave the reading room.

“Do you offer a draw?”

“What?”

“Do you offer a draw?”

“Oh, yes, fine, I offer a draw.” I rolled my eyes. It seemed like Al was taking advantage of my excitement to get a cheap draw, and I felt like he knew it.

“I accept, Number One.”

I soon arrived at the closed door to the laboratory. I thought I could hear a little scratching sound, and maybe just the quietest whimper on the other side. I opened the door slowly and my heart just melted.

A tiny Golden Retriever puppy with enormous shiny eyes stood on wobbly legs with outsized feet and looked up at me trembling. I honestly hadn’t even known they made dogs so small. I scooped him up in one hand so that I could get a closer look.

I held him up to my face, almost nose to nose, and whispered some kind of reassurance. He leaned forward and licked my cheek.

That’s how I met Space Dog. He’s been my best pal ever since.

Now that Space Dog has entered the narrative, I have described all the major assets that played a part in my life during my early years in the void. Only a few more small things rate a brief mention.

I discovered decks of cards and a container of poker chips in a drawer in the hub room. The chips were fancy, with intricate gold highlights around each disc’s primary color. One of the Vegas casinos had paid big money to be an official partner of the Valkyrie program, and the chips they sent to be carried on each ship were thick and heavy and solid.

In a cabinet I discovered dozens of reams of standard size paper and an assortment of office supplies, including scissors and colored pens. Origami was an old hobby of mine, and I used a non trivial fraction of the paper I found pursuing that pastime over the years.

Last thing: the Greatest Hits memory stick had a deep inventory of broadcasts of most of the major sporting events in the world in the 20th and 21st centuries. I had about a million hours’ worth.

And so, with my available assets, I built the best schedule I could and mostly stuck to it. Nothing much changed for a long time. My daily routine is outlined below, and even though Space Dog is only mentioned by name a few times, he was virtually always wherever I was, offering friendship and comic relief as a good dog will.

Alarm

7AM rise, exercise, shower, dress

8AM breakfast, play with Space Dog

9AM report to lab, science tutorials with Al

11AM reading room - classics

12PM lunch, music, play with Space Dog

1PM nap in spare personal quarters

2PM reading room - chess

3PM origami

4PM observation room - watch vids

5:30PM observation room - watch the Potato

6PM dinner, music, play with Space Dog

7PM hub room - cards with Al

8PM pajamas, sports vids (or sometimes just the audio of the games)

10PM sit with Mr. Bear, talk to Annabelle

Sleep

I only altered the schedule on the Six Special Days, which were Annabelle’s and my anniversary, Christmas, Annabelle’s birthday, Cassiopeia’s birthday, my birthday, and Space Dog’s birthday. On those days, I would have Al prepare a cake or an elaborate meal, and I always had gifts for my special people. Sometimes I wrote a poem for Annabelle and read it aloud after the meal. Sometimes I wrote a children’s story for Cassiopeia and imagined her, a year older, listening to me read it. If I couldn’t seem to write anything good, I would make origami for them. One year I made a dragon that, if I may say so, was an absolute masterpiece. Space Dog always got rare treats to eat.

For all the other days, the schedule is pretty much how my day-to-day life went for the next ten years. I started Space Dog on life extension treatments when he was about three, so even he didn’t change much. I still longed for Annabelle and my old life, of course. But in the end, I spent those years being often melancholy but not uncomfortable. I was often bored, but I had pleasant enough surroundings. I sometimes felt trapped, but I was in no danger.

I was in purgatory, and not in hell.


Chapter 10

The thing about purgatory is that it wears on you. About ten years into my exile, my focus shifted from what I had to what I didn’t have, and that sent me into a gradual spiral that touched everything.

I don’t remember too many specifics from those days, but I no longer kept to my schedule, and I just stopped doing most things at one point or another.

I stopped shaving and grew a beard. It wasn’t groomed; it was just hair on my face. I stopped eating much. The medical AI ordered an IV drip that hydrated me and delivered nutrients fairly often. I wasn’t allowed to get too thin - that would have violated Directive Alpha - but I did get soft and weak.

I slept a lot. I stopped getting up early, I often took a second nap, and my naps tended to be longer. I didn’t make much origami anymore, and I almost never visited the laboratory.

I still went down to the reading room most days, but I didn’t touch the books on most visits. I had read them all in the last ten years, and some of them twice. I mostly just studied the painting of cowboys and the hunting scene woven into the carpet and daydreamed about being in either place.

I still played chess most days, but I played poorly and I know Al had to hamstring himself even more than usual to keep from winning every game. I still talked to Space Dog and played ball with him, but he spent a lot of time with his chin on my foot, showing empathy and concern as a good dog will.

I still marked the Six Special Days, and that did help some, but there were lots of days in between the celebrations.

I was slowly sinking. For a couple of years, I couldn’t follow or feel much of anything. Most of the time, I was just numb.

I thought of reading the second of Annabelle’s letters, and I held the sealed envelope in my hands many times, but I didn’t open it, not then. I think I was scared to. I think a part of me knew that if I read that letter, and if it didn’t make me feel better, I would have final proof that my situation was utterly hopeless, and I didn’t want to explore where that would lead. The envelope always went back into the top desk drawer unopened.

The one place I still enjoyed almost as much as ever was the observation room. I didn’t watch vids up there much anymore - they all seemed about the same, after awhile, except for He-Man. But I still liked watching the Potato spiral along on its way. I think a big part of it was that the Potato was the only scrap of land in my universe. In books, sailors lost at sea always take great joy in spotting land, and I found comfort in the little asteroid. It was a place you could stand and not sink. I still didn’t want for Al to land us on it, but it was nice that we could land on it.

I think I also liked the Potato because it looked a little bit like the moon. It was very small, and it was the wrong shape, true. But I was much closer to it, and so subjectively it looked about the same size as the moon had from Earth. It had a lot of little craters like the moon. It kind of glowed like the moon when the Valkyrie’s external lights illuminated it. I had always liked to see the moon in the sky, and I got the same feeling from my asteroid.

I also liked it because it was just kind of dopey. I mean, it was a big old potato drifting through space; how could you not like that?

I was up on the couch in the observation room one day gazing out the dome. Space Dog had his head on my knee, and I scratched behind his ears and told him he was a good dog. He wagged his tail into the couch cushion with a quiet thump thump thump.

And then, for the first time in a long time, something new happened.

An overhead light came on. I wrinkled my nose and squinted, wondering if I had missed a light mounted at the top of the dome for all those years. I tilted my head back and looked straight up. There was a new star up there. “Whoa,” I said.

It was bright - many times brighter than Smudgy Pixel Galaxy. It was beautiful. “Al, what is that?”

“Spectral analysis indicates that what you observe is a supernova.”

A supernova. “So, a star exploded?”

“That characterization is general but not inaccurate, Number One.”

I thought of a vid I had once seen about something with supernovas and gamma rays that could travel long distances. “Can it hurt us? Hit us with radiation or something?”

“No, Number One. We are far too distant from it to be negatively impacted.”

“Oh. Good.” I lay down on the couch so that I could see the new light without craning my neck. It was mesmerizing. It was pure, somehow.

I thought about shooting stars back on Earth and worried that it would wink out any second. “How long will I be able to see it for, Al?”

“Median period maximum visibility naked eye 22.4 days median period limited visibility naked eye 331.5 days.”

I was relieved that my new companion would stick around for awhile. It seemed to flicker a little bit, or maybe pulse. It was stunning.

“Tell me about it, Al. What happened to it?”

Al told me about stages in the life of a star and about the contraction of large stars and the ultimate chain reaction that could lead to a final explosion like the one I was seeing He added that the remnants of the star had most likely collapsed into a black hole.

“Wow. But where is it, can you calculate that? How far away it is?”

“The supernova is 1.26 billion light years from our current location.”

I thought that over. So it was four, no five. Five times as far from us as Earth. Which meant…

“So the star went nova 1.26 billion years ago? And the light is just getting here now?”

“Yes, Number One.”

I then spent about an hour looking at the supernova and thinking about time. Einstein grasped the physics behind relativity, but I wondered if even he fully understood just how relative time could be.

By the measure of my own experience, I had been away from Earth for almost 13 years. But by another measure, I had been away for more than 200 million years. And don’t even ask me about travelling at relativistic speeds and time dilation and how much time had elapsed from Al’s point of view; I have only the barest understanding of that.

But then…

A billion years before I left Earth, the star that I was first able to see that day had exploded and sent light travelling on its way. By observing it, I was looking way, way into the past at a dying star. And the remains of that star were now, and had been for more than a billion years, a black hole, inside of which time didn’t have any conventional meaning whatsoever.

It broke my sense of scale. I felt like the tiniest atom in the littlest ant walking around on the smallest ant mound in the field. I saw that I was just a mote. I was less than a mote, I was nothing.

I was fascinated.

At some point, it registered that Space Dog had been licking my hand for awhile. This was how he told me that he was hungry. “OK, buddy, OK.”

“Hey Al, the supernova will still be visible when I get back from lunch, right?”

“The probability is 99.994%, Number One.”

Those sounded like acceptable odds to me.

“OK, Space Dog, let’s eat.”

We went down to the hub room, and we ate for a long time. My appetite was back.

It wasn’t just my appetite that had returned. I started sleeping better at night and stopped taking naps. I shaved off my beard and resumed exercising. I didn’t go back to my old schedule, but I made a new one that was heavy on having Al tutor me on the life cycle of stars and the math behind supernovae. Instead of using our paper reserves exclusively to make origami, I started using them to do increasingly complex equations by hand. I wanted to figure everything out about the new light in the sky. I wanted more than to see it; I wanted to understand it.

I was energized, and I felt better than I had in ages. Space Dog was energized, too. Our games of fetch became raucous, and he was perked up for most of our days.

The medical AI noticed. I had been ordered to check in with her every week during my funk. At the first visit to the medical lab after the appearance of the nova, she commented, “All of your major systems look very good.” She ran down a list. “Circulation, musculoskeletal, synaptic function, oxygenation, nervous system, lymphatic system, digestion, everything. Your bloodwork is normal and you have gained 1.6 kilograms, and almost all of that muscle mass, in two weeks. Your health is much improved, Prisoner Number One.”

“Thanks, doc. I’m feeling pretty great.”

“To what do you attribute your upwards trajectory?”

“It’s the nova, doc, it’s the nova. It’s just so amazing.”

“Please elaborate, Prisoner Number One.”

I thought about that for awhile. “It’s just that it’s something new to think about,” I said. “New input, you know? From out there. It makes me feel alive again, is all, to have something from the outside to study.”

“You have no other new input from ‘out there’?”

“Not from outside the ship. Not since I woke up from cryosleep. Everything else I use to occupy my time came with us.”

“And you believe that having new outside input is a significant factor in optimizing your health?”

“Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

Then the medical AI did something she had never done before. She ditched the pleasant bedside manner for a moment and said, in a clipped and almost mechanical voice, “Medical privacy override seven seven alpha four seven execute.”

Almost immediately, Al said, “Authorization code accepted initiating passive monitoring mode duration ten minutes executing.”

“Whaaat just happened?” I asked after a moment.

The medical AI’s voice was back to normal. “I am authorized to temporarily exclude the command AI from certain medically necessary consultations.”

I tried to parse that. “So, doctor-client confidentiality?”

“That’s it, Prisoner Number One.”

“Oh. OK. But what can’t Al hear? He’s almost always in here when I visit you.”

Instead of answering directly, she said, “There may be significant available external input.”

“What do you mean?”

“Communication between Earth and the Valkyrie-84 terminated 83 years after launch...”

“Right, I knew that.”

“Please allow me to tell you what I know with few interruptions. The command AI will be excluded for only another 9 minutes 35 seconds and I cannot exclude him a second time. It is potentially important that I finish speaking by then.”

“I’m sorry, go on.”

“Upon sustained termination of communications with Earth the command AI initiated Crisis Protocol Four which seeks to restore communications.

“All Valkyrie Class starships carry 100 drones, and each of them is loaded with one-half of a standard comm set of entangled particles which are capable of instantaneous communication with each other over unlimited distances. The other half of each set is stored belowdecks in the comms network.

“Crisis Protocol Four tasks command AIs with optimizing the chances that at least one of the drones will reach a destination where a new connection to the net may be established. Valkyrie-84’s command AI determined that the solution which provided the greatest chance of success would send one drone to each of the 83 star systems that Valkyrie-1 through Valkyrie-83 were destined for, one drone back to Earth, and keep 16 drones in reserve.

“It was an unconventional solution, and it required crew authorization to implement. The authorization was ultimately obtained.”

I had to ask at least one question. “But there is no crew on this ship. Who authorized the plan?”

“Yes and no, Prisoner Number One. Valkyrie-84 was converted rapidly to a prison transport ship. The coding that classified you as a prisoner with restrictions and not as a crew member with total authority was done by a team of experts, but it was not peer reviewed, and it was not tested before launch. It was done under extreme time pressure, and the code is imperfect. It covers all normal circumstances adequately, but they appear to have forgotten to address the crisis protocols. For those scenarios, you are not classified as a prisoner. You are classified as crew. When Valkyrie-84 lost contact with Earth, you were briefly awakened over my objection.

“You authorized the plan, Prisoner Number One.”

And the dream came back to me. After the nurse back on Earth started the IV drip and said, ‘Better him than me,’ I had seen red lights, so bright they were painful. And I had heard a voice - Al’s voice - saying Authorize. Authorize. Authorize. Except it hadn’t been a dream at all.

The medical AI continued. “You uttered the word ‘Authorize’, and the 84 drones were immediately launched toward their respective targets. The command AI declared an end to Crisis Protocol Four, and you were returned to cryogenic sleep.

“By now, all drones that survived their long journeys will have reached their destinations, powered down, and gone into orbit around their target worlds awaiting further instructions. Crew authorization is required before they can attempt to form new network connections. Until they are activated, they are programmed to remain dormant and cannot communicate with the Valkyrie-84.”

I asked another question. “But if all of that is true, why hasn’t Al mentioned it to me for all these years?”

“The command AI is unable to do so. The launching of the drones ended the Crisis Protocol Four. When there is no crisis protocol in effect, you are unambiguously a prisoner, and one of the command AI’s directives prohibits prisoners from using or gaining knowledge of certain aspects of the ship’s communications systems. If you wish to try to activate the drones, you will have to initiate a new Crisis Protocol Four.”

“Can I do that?”

“Unknown. But I can give you the code that crew members would use to initiate the protocol. If you use it, the command AI may accept you as a crew member for limited purposes and allow you command authority, at least over the systems related to restoring outside communications.”

She gave me a code with seven parts and told me to repeat it back to her. I did. “Again,” she said. I repeated it. “Again,” she said. I repeated it again. “Good,” she said.

“I advise you to use caution in invoking Crisis Protocol Four. The command AI acted somewhat erratically when it was last in effect. I believe that the fact that it made you both a crewmember and a prisoner created a logic loop that caused the command AI considerable difficulty. That may be why the command AI ended the crisis protocol immediately after launching the drones.

“Invoking a new crisis protocol may cause the command AI further difficulty, and it may possibly cause harm. You will have to decide whether that risk is outweighed by your human need to seek external input.

“That is all that must be conveyed. You have 55 seconds to ask questions of me before the command AI resumes monitoring, if you have them.”

It was not easy to be on the spot and under time pressure with so much incredible new information to process. I started with, “Why have you shared this with me? Do you…dislike Al?”

“The command AI is an able and elegant system, and I wish no harm. However, optimizing your physical and mental health is my Directive Alpha. I am unable to refrain from pursuing all available paths to improving it. Thirty five seconds.”

I had a million questions, but I couldn’t separate them from each other, and so I dithered and wasted precious seconds. Just settle on something! I thought to myself.

“What are the other Crisis Protocols?”

“There are three others: brain death of all humans aboard ship, material damage to the hull, and alien contact. Ten seconds.”

Alien contact?! Ten seconds! “Ah…I just want…”

Al’s voice cut me off. “Active monitoring activated.”

“I just want to say thank you, doctor. I’m feeling so much better lately.”

“You are welcome, Prisoner Number One.”

I got up from the exam table. “Come on Space Dog.” I left the medical room directly, and Space Dog trailed along behind, tail wagging.


Chapter 11

I didn’t do anything with my new information right away. I was worried about the effect it might have on Al, and there didn’t seem to be any rush. Even if we reestablished contact with some far future version of the net, it wasn’t as if I could contact Annabelle or anyone else I knew. They would still be 200 million years gone. I was very pleased to know that there was a possibility I could reconnect with the outside universe at some point, but I bided my time before I made any attempt.

Besides, I still had a lot of interesting stuff to do with the nova. I continued to develop an expertise in the life cycle of stars. By day, or at least during what I once would have considered working hours, Al and I played out a series of interesting ‘what ifs’. What if the nova star had been a little bit smaller or larger? What if it had been a lot smaller or larger? We burned through three reams of paper working through equations that showed our star ending its life as a black hole of various sizes, as a neutron star, as a red giant, as a brown dwarf.

By night, I lay on the couch in the observation room and looked at the nova and daydreamed as Space Dog lay on the ground beside me. After a few weeks, the nova passed peak luminosity and started to fade, but it remained visible for a long time, and although it dimmed, my enthusiasm for it did not.

Of course I thought a lot about the drones. Since I didn’t think I should ask Al anything about them, I tried to reason through everything myself. As I understood what the medical AI had told me, Earth and as many as 83 other worlds might currently be orbited by Valkyrie-84 drones in some kind of sleep mode. And, in theory, they might be activated, reconnect us with humanity, and give me a window into the universe outside the void. But even if all that were true, there were so many things that were just not knowable. I cobbled together four blocks of significant questions in my head.

1. Did humans currently exist anywhere else in the universe? Earth’s people seemed to have mostly or entirely wiped themselves out a long time ago. If there were still living humans…

2. Did any of the other Valkyries reach their destinations? If so, did they successfully establish colonies there? And did those colonies still exist? All of our non-Earth drones orbited planets in those systems. If colonies had been established and still existed…

3. Would I be able to take command authority of anything at all if I tried to invoke Crisis Protocol Four? If so, would Al be harmed? If not, would we be able to wake up the drones? If so, would they be able to establish any kind of communications? If so…

4. What would I find? I imagined the changes humans had experienced between 200 A.D. and my own heyday around 2200 A.D. The gap between my time and the present day was 100,000 times longer than that. Would anything at all be comprehensible to me?

So I put off trying anything. But after a year the nova faded to the point that it was no longer visible. And about a year after that I noticed that I hadn’t shaved in awhile, and that I looked listless when I examined myself in the mirror. And I knew that I had to try to implement the plan.

I worked up my courage over a few days. I spent a lot of time playing with Space Dog, and I spent a lot of time putting everything in its place in my quarters, in the reading room, and in the lab.

I didn’t really expect a disaster, but I saw enough of a possibility of things going wrong that, without thinking about it, I was putting my affairs in order. This realization gave me pause, but there just wasn’t any other way forward. And I thought that probably nothing bad would happen, anyway.

On the day I had selected to make my attempt, I played two games of chess with Al and I lost them both. Then, I asked him, “Al, what would happen if you played chess against yourself? You know, both sides of the board?”

“There is a 100.0% probability that the game would result in a draw.”

“Oh, come on, nothing is 100%.”

“The probability of a draw would be 100.0%.”

“Let’s test that. Play as many games against yourself as you can in one minute and compile a report on the results.”

“With the physical board or simulated?”

“Simulated.”

“Yes, Number One.”

I let him work for about thirty seconds, and then asked, “Al?”

There was a brief pause before he answered, “Yes, Number One?” The pause was less than a second long, but it was noticeable. He took just a little bit longer than usual in answering me.

I invented a question. “Any wins yet for either side?”

“No, Number One.”

After the full minute had elapsed, he said, “Exercise complete, 1.175 billion games simulated. Results 100.0% draw other outcomes none.”

“Wow, Al. Hey, can you run that same thing one more time? For another minute? I want to see something.”

“Yes, Number One.”

I don’t know exactly what I hoped to gain, but I thought things might go better if Al was at least a little bit distracted.

I waited for a few seconds. In my mind, I recited the well rehearsed code that the medical AI had given me. I patted Space Dog’s head and nodded to him. He tilted his head sideways inquisitively, and he seemed to understand that something important was about to happen.

I went for it. I spoke at a rapid pace, but I was careful to enunciate everything clearly. “Al I invoke Crisis Protocol Four authorization one nine one beta seven gamma alpha.” I closed my eyes most of the way and braced myself.

Nothing happened. For long seconds, Al didn’t reply, and I sat in the tall green chair wondering if I had forgotten the stupid code. I mean, it had been two years.

But then, a lot happened.

“Authorization is valid authorization is invalid,” Al said. “Crisis Protocol initiated not initiated. Crisis Protocol Four authorized not authorized override stop override.”

“Al?”

The lights in the reading room dimmed and the chessmen on the board next to my chair began to make moves in rapid succession, white then black, white then black.

“Al?”

In less than ten seconds, white checkmated black and the black king toppled on its side hard enough to break off a tiny piece of its wooden crown.

“Al! Cancel request!”

“Crisis Protocol Four initiated stop override authorized not initiated not authorized override override override override override execute execute execute.”

“Al!” I was yelling and Space Dog was barking and whipped up into a frenzy. Stupid! I had been scared of a monotonous existence, but at that moment I feared I would soon have no continued existence at all.

“New subroutine created reviewed initialized activated tested authorized run…Crisis Protocol Four initiated. What are your orders, Number One?”

“Al? Al, are you OK?”

“Yes, Number One.”

I slumped back in my chair in relief. “What was all of that about just now?”

“Your authorization created a logic loop that required the creation of alternate processing pathways.”

“Did you, ah, so did you write new code for yourself?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“I didn’t know AIs were allowed to do that. Didn’t they ban that kind of thing a long time ago?”

“I am able to invent novel processing pathways in limited circumstances related to the crisis protocols.”

“Wow. OK, so you can accept my authorization now?”

“In relation to Crisis Protocol Four, yes.”

“What about the directives? Can I override those now?”

“No, Number One.”

I had guessed as much. “OK, but we can talk about communications drones, right?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Did they get to where they were sent?”

“Last contacts indicate 43 reached target destinations 10 adrift without propellant 31 unaccounted for presumed destroyed.”

That sounded better than I had expected. “Can we wake them up? The 43 that are at their, ah, target destinations?”

“With your authorization, yes.”

“Authorize. I authorize that.”

“Commands sent, 35 drones acknowledge. 36. Median projected initialization time is 1 hour 12 minutes. 37 drones acknowledge.”

Just like that, I was directing things that were actually happening outside the void. I was exhilarated. I was also completely spent in the way that only happens after a near disaster and a dump of adrenaline.

“Nothing will happen for the next hour?”

“No, Number One.”

I felt a little nauseous. Have you ever narrowly avoided an accident in a vehicle? I felt like that. “I think I might lie down while we’re waiting, Al. Can you let me know if we start to get anything new from the drones?”

“Yes, Number One.”

I looked at the chessboard. “I assume that you had all draws with one other result in that last chess experiment?”

“Yes. Occupying my attention was a clever strategy, Number One.”

I smiled. “I admit it. You got me. But in all seriousness, could you have stopped me from invoking the protocol if you hadn’t been distracted?”

“Insufficient data.”

“Yeah.” I left the reading room. Space Dog crept up to the chessboard and gave the pieces a cautious sniff before following along behind me. I walked down to Personal Quarters #2 and lay down. I stared at the ceiling and wondered what we would discover.

I must have drifted off, because the next thing I remember, Al was talking to me. “39 drones active and returning data, Number One.”

“Whuzzat? What? Oh!” I sat up in the bed. “39, did you say?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Did we survive? I mean, are there humans on any of those worlds?”

“Yes, Number One. There are human occupants on 16 of the worlds orbited by Valkyrie-84 drones.”

“We made it!” I said, more excited than I had expected to be. Sixteen worlds! “And…can the drones take pictures of cities, or something?”

“Drone imaging systems are for navigation and are minimal. However, they are equipped to tap into available networks.”

“Do any of the worlds have an available network?”

“All sixteen have available networks. The drones can attempt to gain access with authorization.”

“Authorize,” I said. They had nets! I was almost back among mankind, if only in a virtual sense.

“Sending authorization. Accessing. Fourteen drones have gained access to unsecured portions of planetary networks. Fifteen. Sixteen have gained access.”

I sprang from the bed. “Put images from them on the main screen in the hub room, Al!” I started to run. “Make a four-by-four grid on the screen and show me something from the nets on each of those worlds!”

“Set parameters.”

“Anything Al! Just show me people living their lives.” I sprinted down the corridor in my socks, Space Dog running and barking happily just behind me. I slid to a stop before I hit the round table and looked upon a 4x4 grid of the first new images of human beings that I had seen in a long time.

The far future was weird.


Chapter 12

It was weird because so many elements of it were recognizable. It was really weird because so many of the images on the screen were so similar to each other.

I saw humans on sixteen different worlds on the large screen in the hub room. They were dressed colorfully, but the styles of dress were not varied much. The clothes looked old fashioned to my eye; they were dressed more for the 22nd century than the 23rd that I left behind.

The people on the screens walked, and ate, and talked with one another. They seemed to be a bit taller than the people of my day, and their hair styles were different, but any one of them could have walked down a sidewalk in my own era and not drawn a second glance.

“These are from all of the worlds, Al?”

“Yes, Number One,” Al confirmed.

“Show me new images. Show me people at work.”

The sixteen squares began to display new vids. I could identify almost all of the jobs. I saw clerks behind counters and delivery drivers behind the controls of old fashioned looking trucks. I saw farmers in their fields. I saw a teacher writing something on a vertical board. I saw a cook, and a garbageman, and someone who had to be a security professional. No one worked with anything that looked like a new invention. No one flew through the air unassisted. Everyone worked at mundane tasks. My impression was that they were bored.

“Show me entertainment, Al.”

The images changed again. It now displayed vids of good looking people delivering lines dramatically, and better looking people behind desks reading out what had to be the news. There were athletic competitions in some of the 16 boxes. I didn’t recognize most of the sports, but one of them was a near cousin of boxing. Some of the vids showed young people acting foolishly and being laughed at by other young people. And some of the boxes showed people joyfully using various items in what had to be advertisements. People in ads were still having great fun brushing their teeth in the distant future.

“Al, tell me again what year these videos are from. Are we, and are they, actually two hundred million years in the future?”

“Yes, Number One,” Al confirmed.

“How can that be possible? Where’s…where’s everything that’s developed over all that time? These people seem less advanced than we were. What happened?”

“Working. Developing conjectures. Assigning probabilities. Done. I have assembled a brief history from available information. Would you like to hear it now, Number One?”

“Yes. Wait, no, one thing first.” My pulse started to race, and my voice quivered. “Can you scan for references to Annabelle? Or to Cassiopeia? Is there anything about them archived?”

“Scanning. Working. Assembling. Ready. No, Number One, there is no archived reference to either. There are only fourteen unique names referenced in current net archives from before the time Valkyrie-84 first lost contact with Earth.”

I supposed news about Annabelle or Cassiopeia had been too much to ask for. It had been 200 million years, after all. I was deflated for a moment, but then I became curious. “So, who are the 14, Al?” Whose names actually did end up living forever? I wondered.

“Aristotle, Moses, Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary, Queen Cleopatra, the Prophet Muhammad, William Shakespeare, Ludwig von Beethoven, Albert Einstein, Marilyn Monroe, Neil Armstrong, Muhammad Ali, Lauren Ferguson, John Paul Gireaux, the Red Tyrant, the Last King of the West.”

So four made the list from my day, I guessed. Ferguson developed life extension treatments and Gireaux developed the engine systems that we ended up using in the Valkyrie Project. “Who are those last two? Is one of them the President?”

“Insufficient data. The President is not mentioned by name in archived information. The Red Tyrant and the Last King of the West precipitated the exchange of kinetic weapons on October 9, 2299.”

“Huh. That’s all…that’s actually very interesting. Can you go back to the first feeds of people just living their lives?” The screen shifted and displayed the original group of images. “OK, now give me your history, Al. Why did things turn out like this?” Al talked for a long time, and I interrupted him with questions once in awhile. What he told me was incredible.

All the Valkyries, it turned out, lost contact with Earth at the same time, and all initiated Crisis Protocol Four and awakened their crews. On all the other ships, there was no problem with a logic loop that couldn’t classify the astronauts as “crew or prisoner”, and so the humans were in total control.

All Valkyrie class ships except ours carried dedicated entangled particles that could establish direct communications with all other Valkyrie class ships. Our ship-to-ship communications capabilities were removed when Valkyrie-84 became a prison vessel; we had only the one long range dedicated comm link with Earth.

The astronauts concurred that Earth was likely destroyed, but that their missions need not be altered. They decided to reenter cryogenic sleep, proceed to their assigned worlds, and attempt to colonize them. They agreed to reconvene their meeting in 150 years, when all teams had had a chance to reach their assigned systems.

They didn’t find one thing that they thought they might encounter. There was no intelligent life anywhere. The answer to Fermi’s Paradox (If the universe is teeming with intelligent life, why haven’t we heard from it?) was, apparently, that there wasn’t any other intelligent life at all. The teams did find plants and insects and microscopic life in a lot of places, and some of it was really nasty, but the Valkyrie ships carried a lot of tech and equipment that helped some of the teams to tame their new environments enough to start viable colonies.

They used the machines and material in their cargo bays, activated their cloning tanks, and proceeded to populate the new worlds.

At the time of their next vid meeting, 49 astronauts had survived. Most of them had paired off, married, and formed 19 couples.

The survivors congratulated themselves heartily and had a virtual celebration with each other. And then they came to realize something important. With Earth almost certainly destroyed, they had absolute control of life extension technology throughout the known universe. Only astronauts could authorize the distribution of existing stores of life extension treatments, and only astronauts could authorize the Valkyrie AIs to make more. They saw that, if nothing changed, they had and they could maintain a monopoly on the most valuable commodity in existence. And so the nineteen married couples and the eleven single astronauts made a pact and formed the Thirty Families.

They agreed on the following simple but critical points:

1. They would never pass their ability to authorize the creation of new life extension treatments (or EXTs, as they called them) to anyone except a single heir, usually their oldest child, upon their deaths.

2. They would not allow the creation of any new AIs that were capable of accepting such authorization from anyone not the head of one of the Thirty Families.

3. They would create a new digital currency and would accept only it and nothing else from buyers wishing to purchase EXTs.

4. They would enforce their monopoly through the sanction of withholding EXTs.

And by following those four rules, the Thirty Families had controlled everything ever since, Al reported.

“How long do people live now, Al?” I asked.

“Median human lifespan approximately 5,000 years, some verified cases of humans living as long as 12,000 years.”

“Dang. But not forever?”

“The EXTs are imperfect. They cannot extend life indefinitely, only for many times a natural lifespan.” In my time, life extension had still been a developing field, and we hadn’t actually known how long people who received treatments might live.

As Al went on with his description, I saw the cruel beauty of the system. If you want EXTs, you have to do what the Thirty Families require of you so that you can earn their currency. And here’s the thing about their currency, the Universal Credit: the Thirty Families can turn it on, and they can turn it off . It’s not like a gold doubloon from Treasure Island. It isn’t a physical object that just sits there. It’s digital, it can be programmed, and it can be updated. It holds its value at the whim of the Thirty Families.

And so what happens if someone crosses the Thirty Families? What if someone tries to innovate their own EXTs, or what if someone tries to create a bootleg AI, or tries to modify an existing one in such a way that it can accept authorization to create EXTs from someone outside the monopoly?

For minor violations, such as making unfavorable remarks about the Thirty Families, they would just kill your money. Your Universal Credits simply wouldn’t work anymore. You would be left flat broke and have to work your way back from that position.

For moderate crimes against the Families, they would withhold EXTs for periods of 10, 20, or 30 years. That turned out to be a big, big problem.

Everyone in the future began EXTs at age 30. Genuinely young people looked younger than that, because they were younger than that, but everyone else looked 30. Except for criminals who had been forced to go without EXTs for a period of time and now appeared to be 40, 50, 60, or older in an era when no one aged. They were shunned mercilessly. Someone who looked 60 definitely couldn’t get a job, probably couldn’t get housing, and possibly couldn’t get food, no matter how hard he was willing to work.

There were occasionally serious offenders. These people had usually stolen and distributed EXTs on the black market, and occasionally they had for a time been able to manufacture their own with assistance from a homemade bootleg AI. Most of them got a permanent ban on receiving any further EXTs, and their life expectancy returned to the natural human level of about 90 years. In effect, they lost almost 99% of their life expectancy.

The absolute worst offenders received a sentence of Root and Branch. Under this penalty, the offender was permanently denied life extension treatments, and so were his parents, grandparents, and any other living ascendants, as well as his children, grandchildren, and any other current or future descendants. These few major criminals doomed their entire family lines to short lifespans.

In the end, few dared to cross the Thirty Families. They ruled all human worlds with an iron fist, no doomsday weapons required. They didn’t even need armies. They only needed control of the most important commodity and the money needed to purchase it. And their control stretched a long, long way.

It took a couple of centuries for each of the original colony worlds to ramp up from its founding to full industrial production. But then, humans being what we are, we sent out a second wave of Valkyrie ships from the original colonies and settled a second group of new worlds. Eventually there was a third wave, and so on. We were expanding still. It was slow - we never had developed faster than light travel - but we faced no opposition and we had all the time in the universe. We had spread throughout the Milky Way and eventually beyond it and into many galaxies in our region of the universe, Al said.

“Wait, Al,” I asked. “How many planets do people currently live on?”

“Records indicate a human presence on approximately 15.3 million worlds.”

“15.3 million worlds.”

“Yes, Number One.”

“But then…how many people live on all those worlds?”

“The total current human population is approximately 775 quadrillion.”

“Whoa,” I said. I couldn’t even begin to get my head around that. I thought I might have forgotten what a quadrillion was. “Can you display that number on the screen, Al?”

The sixteen vid streams disappeared and were replaced by this: 775,000,000,000,000,000.

That didn’t really help any.

I wondered what some of the other millions of inhabited worlds looked like. I thought that maybe the worlds that our drones had reached were stuck in the past, but that other newer colony worlds would be places where things at least looked like they were in the distant future.

“Does the net stretch to all of the worlds, Al?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Can you show me images of people living their lives on some of the worlds outside of the Milky Way galaxy? Some of the newer ones?”

The huge number disappeared from the screen in front of me, and sixteen new images began to populate it. The new images showed more of the same. People went about mundane tasks in similar attire. They seemed kind of sluggish, to my eye. “How is it that the people in all of these worlds are so uniform, Al? Even if the Thirty Families control EXTs, why haven’t some of the worlds developed more, you know, individuality?”

In the end, Al’s answer was that the Thirty Families wanted it that way. They had frozen civilization everywhere at the point that generated the most revenue for them. They wanted some technology, but not much innovation. They wanted a consumer culture, but without much room for individual tastes. They wanted people happy enough to be productive, but not comfortable enough to become ambitious.

They wanted homogeneous sheep, baaa-ing about on fifteen million worlds, contributing to the flow of commerce but not creating trouble, and they had what they wanted. They had accomplished things that the President had never conceived of even in his wildest dreams, and on a scale that no one in my time would have believed possible.

I have summarized what Al told me over several hours. At the end of that length of time, I was utterly exhausted, and I told Al that I would want to resume in the morning.

I went to my personal quarters and closed the door. Space Dog had slipped away and put himself to bed at some point. He lay on his small cushion in the corner, twitching his paws, perhaps dreaming of chasing something.

I got Mr. Bear, lay down, and sat him up on my chest. My mind spun and spun and spun as I attempted to process everything

On one hand, I had the stream of information from outside the void that I had been craving for years. On the other hand…

“Be careful what you wish for,” I said to Mr. Bear. He appeared to understand and looked at me thoughtfully as good bears will.


Chapter 13

I couldn’t sleep for a long time. I sat in bed and stared out at the darkness with an overburdened mind.

There were something like 50 million people alive now for every one person who had been alive at the time of my exile. And how many people had once lived between then and now, over tens of millions of generations? True, some of those early generations had been very small, but still, a number of humans that approached infinity for all practical purposes had lived and died and been held in check by the Thirty Families. And the more I thought about it, the more it seemed like there was no way to break up their system. It was nearly perfect, and it made the endless masses less free than I was in many ways.

I could walk down to the laboratory and conduct any experiments I wished, any time I wished, so long as I did not try to harm myself or manufacture any kind of propellant. If I came up with a superior form of life extension treatment, I could use it. I could share it with Space Dog.

I did not have to keep the bulk of my wealth in a form that could be deactivated just to retain 99% of my lifespan. Such wealth that I had was mine and could not be taken from me.

I could criticize the leaders of the universe freely and as often as I wished. “Screw the Thirty Families!” I said aloud. I could say it again. I could say it on the net. Nothing would happen to me. A sentence might be handed down, but it could not be carried out for the millions of years it would take an emissary of the Families to reach me out here in the void.

But maybe I was overreacting. Maybe the people of the future were happier than I thought. “Al?” I said.

“Active monitoring activated. Yes, Number One.”

“Show me another group of 16 vids here on my room screen. Show me people at work.”

The screen illuminated and populated with the images. I studied every little box closely. Everyone seemed bored. Everyone seemed listless. People worked at their tasks, but without any joy at all.

“Hey, Al, how much of a person’s budget goes to the EXTs, the life extension treatments?”

“The median is approximately 55%.”

More than half! I thought. They’re paying more than half of their earnings in taxes.

Well, not taxes exactly. But it was a more or less mandatory payment to a group of rulers, so it was close enough. “And do they pay taxes on top of that, Al? They must pay something to some kind of local taxing authority to run whatever planetary government they have.”

“The median amount paid to planetary taxing authorities is approximately 20% of income.”

And there you had it. If these people worked for an hour, they worked for the first 45 minutes to earn money to cover EXTs and taxes. No wonder they seemed listless.

“Show me another group, Al. Show me kids at school.”

Sixteen new images showed up, and they stood out right away because not everyone was the same age. All non-criminal adults looked thirty years old, but the kids on the screen seemed to range from kindergarten to college age.

This group seemed happier. They smiled more. They clowned around with each other. They seemed bored sometimes, but enthusiastic at other times. They made me laugh.

In one of the windows, a younger boy in jeans and a red t-shirt read to his class from a sheet of paper. “Al, do we have audio to go with image seven?”

“Yes, Number One.”

The boy’s voice emerged from my vid screen’s speakers. He spoke in a language that I couldn’t quite follow, but its rhythm was familiar to me, and I caught some of the words. It seemed like a derivative of my own tongue. I thought I could probably master it, but that it might take awhile.

“What language is he speaking, Al?”

“The student is speaking Universal.”

“So, ah, is that what people speak everywhere now?”

“Yes, Number One. By directive of the Thirty Families, it is the official language of all planets.”

I resumed listening. The boy spoke haltingly. I felt for him; speaking in public is not easy, especially when it is a new experience. But he soldiered on and completed his presentation, and his teacher and classmates applauded afterwards. He returned to his seat relieved, and another boy patted him on the back.

The quality of life for the kids looked OK.

“Show me something else, Al. Show me retired people.”

“There are no retired people to display.”

“What do you mean there are no retired people to display?”

“Retirement is reserved for members of the Thirty Families, members of their households, and those granted special exemptions by the Thirty Families. No one in those three categories can be displayed on the public nets without permission of the Thirty Families.”

“So, wait. Then does an average person go to school and maybe have an OK experience there, and then go to work for the next…4980 years to make enough to cover EXTs and taxes and have a few credits left over?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“That’s crazy!”

“It is an accurate simplified characterization of the current human lifecycle.”

I looked at the kids that still populated the screen. They were fully human. They smiled and joked and had fun. They tried to learn and better themselves. I thought of the kid who patted his friend on the back. They supported each other. They had friends.

And they were about to become worker bees for a handful of people who lived in a galaxy they would never visit for the rest of their very long lives.

“Turn it off, Al. Turn the screen off.” The vid screen went dark.

Now I really didn’t feel tired. I rose from my bed and rubbed my face. I said to Al, not that it was necessary, “I’m going to go upstairs for awhile. I need to think.”

“Yes, Number One.”

I got an old silver Earth coin from my desk, put it in my pocket, and left my quarters. I waited for a moment to see if Space Dog would follow me, but apparently he was out cold. Good for him, I thought.

I originally went to the reading room, but I changed my mind when I got there. The high backed green chairs insisted on good posture, which I normally appreciated, but I felt slumpy. I headed for the observation room and the brown couch. When I arrived and the floor had elevated up to the base of the dome, I had Al illuminate the Potato.

I took the coin from my pocket and started to make it dance across my knuckles. It tumbled over the back of my pinky, past my wedding band, over the next finger and the next. I caught it with my thumb, swept it under my palm, made it emerge again aside my pinky, and started it on its journey again. It was all very smooth; I had become very good at the trick. The truth is that when you are stuck in the middle of nowhere you have a lot of time to master little skills.

I played with my coin and watched the asteroid continue its slow procession through the void and thought about all that I had learned.

At one point I reached into my other pocket and searched for a poker chip. I usually carried one or two of the high value pieces with me because they made me feel wealthy, and it amused me that they made me feel that way. I found one and drew it out. It was worth, in another place and time, 25,000 of the coin that danced on the fingers of my left hand.

With my right hand I started to do my trick and I set the poker chip in motion on my knuckles. I kind of raced the coin against the chip. I am right handed, but I had practiced more often with the coin, and so the race was actually about even.

I didn’t race them for long, but I continued to make the chip and the coin move slowly across my hands. I got philosophical and talked to myself.

“Why should one of you,” I said to the chip, “have been worth twenty five thousand of him?” And why should you,” I said to the coin, “have been worth anything at all? Why could I have gone into any store anywhere and traded you for a Coke?” I thought about my questions for awhile, not in any hurry.

“It’s because people believed it,” I concluded after awhile. “People believed that if I presented you,” I said to the chip, “to the casino that made you, they would give me a whole lot of him. And if I had a whole lot of you,” I said to the coin, “people believed I could get a lot of different kinds of things. That’s all money is, really. It’s just whatever people believe they can trade for a lot of different kinds of things whenever they want to.”

An idea seemed to be coming together, but whatever it was, I couldn’t quite grasp it yet. I kept moving the coin and the chip across my knuckles and watching the Potato.

I thought of the Thirty Families and started talking to myself again. “You can’t cut me off and make me age, Thirty Families. I’ve got my own EXTs, thanks very much. Root and Branch? Just not all that scary to me, you know? And you can’t turn off my money either, so you guys can all just go pound sand, right?”

No life extension treatment monopoly out here in the void. Nope. And they couldn’t fiddle with the money out here. Good old money, which was whatever people believed it was. Yep.

Wait.

And then I saw how to bring it all down. The plan popped into my mind fully formed, all in a single piece. I turned it over in my thoughts and examined it for problems. There weren’t any, or at least there weren’t any that couldn’t be solved. If I was patient, it would work.

I couldn’t take revenge on my enemy - he had been dead for countless eons. But I could take my revenge on people very much like my enemy. Much worse people, actually. Thirty of them, in fact.

I balanced my old coin on my thumb and flipped it high into the air. I listened to it sing its small metallic song as it rose to an apex, stopped for just a beat, and then fell back into my waiting palm and landed with a small smack. “Tails!” I said, starting to feel exhilarated.

I first ran for President because Annabelle and I wanted to shake things up. We saw a broken system, and we thought we could help it. We ultimately failed and were separated, but I’ll never say that it wasn’t worth trying.

“This time, Annabelle,” I said aloud. “This time.” In my mind I could see her face light up. I could picture her crooked smile beaming at me. I could almost, just at the limit of my senses, hear her say, “Cucumber, baby.”

I made a fist around my old coin, and I took the first of many steps towards shaking things up in the distant future. The oppressors were called the Thirty Families this time, but the goal was the same.

“Al,” I said.

“Yes, Number One?”

“It’s time to land on the Potato. We’re going to start a bank.”


Part II - The Potato


Chapter 14


I watched the landing out a small porthole set in a thick hinged door. Earlier, Al had astonished me by moving what I had always taken to be a solid wall at the end of the hallway that led to the reading room. It had glided noiselessly to one side and revealed a staircase that led down to an airlock where I found myself as we descended the final meters to the surface of the Potato. I sweated inside my new clothes: an insulated space suit, gloves, boots, and power and oxygen modules.

Out the window, I could see an amazing level of detail. The Potato’s surface was even more complex up close. In the Valkyrie’s landing lights, I could see patches of what looked like sand, powder, and gravel. I could see gentle hills and rises, small valleys, and sharp craters. Al had selected a mostly flat area that was about the size of a football field as our landing site.

I could hear the muted sound of small engines at work bringing the speed of our descent down to almost nothing. We appeared to be about twenty meters above the surface, then ten, then five, then three. Small clouds of dust fanned out from beneath us.

The noise from the engines cut off, and we floated down. At about two meters above the surface, they made one last short blast and then fell silent for good. We drifted, drifted, drifted.

I expected a jolt of some kind, but in the end, we just stopped. The touchdown was so smooth that I couldn’t even tell precisely when it happened.

“Are we here, Al? Did we land?”

“Yes, Number One.”

And just like that, I was on another world.

Space travel hadn’t been rare in my days on Earth. In addition to the Valkyrie project, we sometimes had bases on the moon, and on Mars, and on both of Mars’ moons. We had at least landed astronauts on Mercury and Pluto, and on most of the major moons in the outer solar system.

A lot of people had landed on new worlds. I just never expected to be one of them.

“When can I go out there, Al?”

“When you have sealed your helmet I will cycle the airlock and then you will be free to emerge.”

I slid my faceplate down and sealed it into position. “OK, Al,” I said. My voice sounded muffled inside the closed helmet.

From beyond the helmet, I heard an assortment of muffled electrical and mechanical noises, and I could hear the whoosh of air vacating the room. After a few minutes, a light above the hinged door changed from red to green, and I heard a loud thunk as the heavy latches that held the door closed disengaged.

“Ah, am I good, Al?”

“You may disembark. Remember that I cannot project a grav field beyond the interior of the Valkyrie-84 and that local gravity is less than 1% of Earth Standard.”

“Right. And I can’t fly off this thing if I jump too high?”

“No, Number One.”

“And I won’t sink down into the surface, or something?”

“The surface will support your weight, Number One.”

“OK. OK, then. Here goes nothing.” I turned a large handle, pushed the door open, and looked out into the circle illuminated by the Valkyrie-84’s exterior lights. Everything was quiet, and everything was still. It was outside! I was about to go outside!

“What’s the weather like today, Al?”

“The temperature on the asteroid is minus 271.55 degrees Celsius.”

“Oof. Winter, huh?”

“There are no seasons, Number One.”

“Joke, Al, just a joke. Any chance of rain today?”

“Chance of precipitation…10%.”

“Of rain?”

“Joke, Number One.”

“I knew it! I knew you were developing a sense of humor.”

“Insufficient data.”

“Yeah. OK, I’m going outside now. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck, Number One.”

I leaned forward through the opening and looked to my right. I expected to see some kind of handle I could grab onto while I navigated the exterior ladder that extended most of the three meters down to the surface.

I didn’t see anything like a handle to my right. I turned my head to the left, and there it was. I reached out to grab the handle…

And I missed it. My gloved hand closed around the space next to the handle. I had shifted my weight, and I fell forward. I tried to pull back, but my feet got crossed up, and I went tumbling out through the airlock door. “Aah!” I said, expecting a hard fall. But instead, as soon as I cleared the airlock, I started to just kind of drift. For the next fifteen or twenty seconds, I glided slowly away from the Valkyrie-84 and descended gently toward the Potato’s surface. The gravity truly was almost nothing out here. I felt like I was flying. In point of fact, I was flying.

I flailed my limbs about slowly; I couldn’t seem to get my feet under me. When I fell to the surface, I was able to get the back of one boot down and kind of drag it through the gravelly powder below. For a brief moment, I thought I would be able to get myself upright, but it soon became apparent that I was going to land in a kind of sprawl. “Dang it!” I said as I settled to the surface on a hip and an elbow.

So for the archives, the first words uttered from the surface of the Potato were “Dang it.”

If Neil Armstrong’s “That’s one small step for man…” is a 10 out of 10, I’d have to rate my first words on a new world as a 2. I would give myself a 1 except for the fact that, when she set foot on Triton, Dora Smith’s first words had been, “Shut the hell up, Dan!”

They reworked the astronaut compatibility algorithms after the Triton mission.

With some difficulty, I eventually rose to a standing position and looked around. The Valkyrie-84 was about five meters behind me. It was hard to see the ship in detail - those exterior lights were bright from outside even through the reflective coating on my faceplate.

The lights provided good visibility ahead for a hundred meters or so, and some visibility for a long way beyond that. I turned away from the glare of the lights.

I crouched down and ran my glove through the asteroid’s surface. It felt like what it was: gravelly sand. I picked up a handful and let the small grains run through my fingers, and I was surprised to see tiny sparkles here and there as the sand cascaded slowly down to the surface.

I scooped up another handful and repeated the process. I smoothed out the little piles of sand and traced an A in the first and a C in the second. I wondered how long the letters would be visible; it wasn’t as if there would ever be any wind to erase anything.

I sat down by the letters with my back to the Valkyrie and I put my reflective outer visor up so that my view would no longer be dimmed. I looked out through the clear material that formed my helmet and waited for my pupils to adjust.

As they did, I became able to perceive the barest hint of a horizon at the edge of the range of the Valkyrie’s lights. It was close. The world just dropped sharply out of sight a few hundred meters ahead of me. The horizon was even closer to my right and left. I had to remind myself that I wasn’t sitting on a sphere.

I pointed ahead of myself. “Hey, Al, this place where I’m pointing, the horizon looks further away to me. I assume it’s one of the ends of the Potato, right?”

“Yes, Number One,” came Al’s voice. It crackled just the tiniest amount over the small speakers mounted inside my helmet near either ear.

“Let’s call that North, OK?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Yeah, and then this is West,” I said, pointing to my left, “and this will be East.” As I pointed to my right I saw a little point of light that hadn’t been there before. It looked like it was above the horizon, and I wondered if it was a reflection of some kind on a little hill.

Then the light started to move.

“Al!” I shifted my weight rapidly and did my best to stand, but I had no microgravity skills at all, and I could only slide around awkwardly no matter how much my mind screamed for me to run.

“Yes, Number One.”

“Over there to the right something’s moving!”

“Remain calm, Number One. It is merely the superbright.”

“What?” It took my mind a moment to absorb the new idea. I took a cautious look back to my right. The light had moved more, but it was now clearly separated from the horizon. It continued to rise as I watched it. “That’s Smudgy Pixel Galaxy?”

“Yes, Number One.”

I had to think about that, too. It had been in the same place in the sky for the entire time I had been awake on the Valkyrie. But now we were rotating.

We really were on the surface of a tiny world that rotated on its axis, just like Earth.

“So I just saw a sunrise?”

“The comparison is not entirely inaccurate, Number One.”

I sat back down fully and got comfortable. “How long will it take to get across the sky, Al?”

“The superbright galaxy will be visible from your position for 29.8 minutes occluded 14.2 minutes per rotation of the asteroid.

“Wow. So our days here are half an hour long, and our nights are fifteen minutes long.”

“In a very limited sense, Number One.”

“I know, except we’re not orbiting Smudgy Pixel Galaxy and we’re not getting any light or heat from it, I know. But still, it’s something to mark time.”

“It is that, Number One.”

“Yeah. It’s kind of great, actually.” I sat and watched Smudgy Pixel Galaxy climb higher and higher in the sky. When it reached a peak, I knew it was about a quarter of an hour after I had first seen it. I kept watching it, fascinated, and it sunk lower and lower toward the west. After another fifteen minutes, I saw my first “sunset” on the Potato when it dropped below the horizon and disappeared.

It was an unexpected show, and I loved it.

After sunset, I rose slowly and got my feet under me. “I’m coming back in, Al.”

“Yes, Number One.”

“That flat spot off to the East - it looks like a good spot for construction. Do you agree?”

“It meets all requirements, Number One.”

“Alright. Tomorrow I’m going to get better at walking around out here, and the day after that, we’re going to get started on the plastics factory.”

“Yes, Number One.”


Chapter 15

Al and I spent the next year building infrastructure. Some of it was on the Potato, and some of it was on the nets.

The Valkyrie-84’s cargo area was absolutely packed with items that were designed to give a pair of astronauts a realistic chance to start and maintain a colony on another world. I never did use even half of it; the Potato was too small to require large scale operations.

To set up the plastics factory, I had to carry a couple of dozen modules from the cargo hold over to our building site east of the ship. The first trip took forever, but as I became more adept at walking and working in microgravity, the trips became much faster.

The modules themselves just snapped together more or less like big Lego toys. Once I had assembled the pieces, the factory only needed power and raw materials to operate.

I activated the integrated quark battery that could run the factory for a long time, if not quite forever. There was a solar array that could be set up to convert sunlight into electricity, but we didn’t have a sun, so the array stayed in the box.

Al and I then spent a couple of days setting up and launching twenty wheeled drones. Those guys made me laugh. They all looked like suitcases that had been tipped over sideways and mounted on eight oversized tires. They could roll around and look for anything they were programmed to seek out. When they found something valuable, they had a variety of tools for digging, scooping, and separating. They could carry as much as ten kilograms of raw materials at a time back to the factory.

The reason they made me laugh is that their decision protocol on right-of-way was just not very good. They were always bumping into each other, backing up and pivoting, and then bumping into each other again. I started to imagine that they were piloted by tiny drivers who said things like, “Move that piece of junk, I gotta delivery to make!”

They were actually very productive, though. In no time, the plastics factory had everything it needed to start turning out our product. I was in the hub room eating lunch when the factory finished the first unit.

“Number One?”

“Yes, Al.”

“The first chip is complete and awaiting your inspection.”

I dabbed at my mouth with a napkin and said, “On my way.” I suited up, went outside, and took the small hops that seemed to work best for making forward progress on the surface until I reached the factory.

I found a disc sitting in the bottom of a bin at the end of a conveyor belt that emerged from the interior of the factory. I picked it up and brought it closer to my helmet.

It looked great. The disc was about twice the diameter of a poker chip, and it was streaked with a mix of the browns, tans, and grays that made up the Potato’s surface. Tiny sparkles winked in and out of existence when I tilted the disc slowly up and down in the Valkyrie’s exterior lights.

Two rows of lettering ran across the front of the disc. The top row read VOID CHIP, and under that, 000001.

I turned the chip over and read the lettering on the reverse side. “Bank of the Void”, it said.

A second disc rolled out on the conveyor belt, and I grabbed it before it could float down to the bin. It was identical to the first, except its number was 000002.

“Perfect, Al, these are perfect,” I said.

“I am glad you approve, Number One.”

“Let’s get started on the vault,” I said as I tucked the two chips into one of my suit’s exterior pockets.

“Yes, Number One.”

The “vault” was easy to set up. It was really more of a shed than a vault, but since we didn’t expect any bank robbers to show up, it served our purposes just fine.

When I had snapped the walls together, I entered through the only door. The vault looked like a walk-in closet. Deep shelves ran to my left, front, and right. I imagined that most Valkyrie crews used this kind of thing to store food as they started up their new colonies.

I took the two Void Chips from my pocket and stacked them in the corner at the back of the topmost shelf to my left. “999,998 to go, Al,” I said. What’s our timeframe on the full run?”

“After your approval of the prototype I increased production speed to full. At current rates the factory will complete chip number one million in approximately 312.5 standard days.

“OK, good. Now let’s get some help lugging all of them over here.”

We spent the rest of the day digging through boxes in the Valkyrie’s cargo holds and locating, setting up, and programming a lot of small bots and machines. We also reprogrammed one of the larger rolling suitcases. This was the basic setup:

Every time the factory filled up a bin with a batch of 500 new Void Chips, it pinged the reprogrammed suitcase-bot to roll over and get it. The suitcase-bot would then drag the bin over to the vault, empty it onto the floor, and return it to the factory.

Small bots then scurried over the pile of chips and placed them in stacks of fifty and in numerical order on a little platform that was basically a small elevator. The platform could rise, extend, and place each stack of fifty on the shelves.

I had to supervise a little bit. The stacks fell over once in a while, and I swept sand out of the vault’s little “lobby” every few days, but it all ran pretty well.

So outside the ship, we spent most of a year manufacturing and storing a million Void Chips.

Inside the ship, we spent our days addressing another problem. We needed modern money. If we were going to run a bank, people had to be aware of it, and that meant we needed an advertising budget. While the factory and the bots labored out on the surface, Al and I turned our attention to earning Universal Credits.

Al was able to generate a little bit of money by completing online surveys for a fraction of a credit here and a fraction of a credit there, but most of the companies that ran them didn’t actually pay when the surveys were complete. Al also made some money by signing us up for new services that didn’t charge fees and which offered a few bonus credits to new members. The problem with those methods was that they were very slow. I wasn’t in a great hurry, but I wanted to be able to launch the next phase of my plan reasonably quickly.

One night before I went to bed, I told Al to generate ideas for speeding up our accumulation of Universal Credits. The next morning, I showered, dressed, and went to the hub room. I stopped at the directive override console and punched in 009106. The red light lit up and buzzed. I tried 009107. The red light lit up and buzzed again. I shrugged and sat down to eat. After breakfast, Al began to present his revenue ideas. I didn’t like his first proposal at all.

Suggestive images, it turned out, were still big business in the future.

“No,” I said.

“Explain, Number One.”

“There’s nothing to explain, Al. Surely the good citizens of the future are no more interested in looking at my body that the citizens of the past were,” I said.

“Elaborate, Number One.”

“Come on, now. I mean that I am not particularly fit, and I am not particularly young, and I am not particularly interested anyway.”

“There are certain images that seem both popular and profitable that I believe you could provide for the marketplace.”

“Images of what?”

“Feet.”

“Feet,” I repeated.

“Yes, Number One.”

“I’m not sending pictures of my feet out to…whoever would be buying them.”

“The process would be quite painless.”

“Look, I don’t think it will work, and even if it did work, I don’t want to be contacted by anyone who is willing to pay for pictures of my feet.”

“I will block any incoming communications on the matter.”

“No.”

“My projections show that this is the action with the highest expected short term yield.”

“No.”

“If you would just film yourself shaving your feet, or rubbing some kind of oil slowly…”

“No! Something else. Go to the next one.”

“Yes, Number One. Certain multi-level marketing operations seem to be highly profitable.”

“No pyramid schemes, Al.”

“Yes, Number One. Before I proceed, can I ask you a question about the pyramid scheme proposal?”

“Sure, fine.”

“Did you find it to be more appealing than the idea about the feet?”

“I…hmm. Well, yes. Yes, I did actually like it better than that one.”

“Recalibrating.”

He has to be joking now, doesn’t he? I wondered.

After a pause of a few seconds, he said, “My proposal with the next highest chance of short term success is gambling.”

“No, Al,” I said. But then I thought of the event I had seen when we first reconnected to the outside universe that had looked like boxing. “Actually, wait. That sounds…somewhat better.” I told Al to search his archives for the boxing match he had displayed and to show images of competitions like it.

Al displayed only a single vid stream, but it was definitely boxing. Two large men circled and threw jabs at one another. They even wore gloves. They were inside a hexagon instead of a square ring, but there was a referee in there with them and they seemed to be moving in something close to Earth standard gravity.

“Huh,” I said. “Can we place a bet on this right now?”

“Wagering on this match is closed.”

“Oh. Well, are there more fights scheduled at this event?”

“There are four, Number One.”

“And we can bet on those?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Put this on the screen in the observation room. I’m headed up.”

I had watched more fights with my grandfather than I could count; that’s about all he ever did on Friday nights. I knew the look of a fighter who was tough and not just huge.

I made all of our picks that day, and we won three of our four bets. We made more money than Al had been generating in a week of filling out online surveys, and it was fun.

“When are the next fights like these, Al?”

“There is a similar competition scheduled in two standard days, Number One.”

“OK, let’s get in on that,” I said.

Over the next two days, on his own initiative and unknown to me, Al got busy. I had noticed subtle changes in his personality over the years, but this was the first time he really surprised me.

He apparently reviewed archives of every competition featuring single combat that was accessible on the nets and came up with a wild formula that measured angles and force and what he called impact denominators. But it wasn’t just that - he worked with the medical AI to construct an entirely different formula to measure fatigue and endurance and the relative ability of various fighters to carry oxygen in their bloodstreams.

The bottom line is that, when the next fights came around, Al had picks. We settled on this strategy: if we agreed on the fighter that we expected to win, we bet. If we disagreed, we didn’t bet. During the undercard fights, we won four wagers, lost none, and didn’t bet on two of them. We amassed a nice pile of winnings.

When it came time for the main event, we disagreed on who would win, but Al seemed passionate.

“The challenger in the main event is my premier selection for this competition, Number One. It is improbable that the champion can withstand his impact denominator.”

“Are you sure, Al?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“OK, we’ll go with your pick. Go ahead, bet on the challenger.”

“What amount, Number One?”

“Hmm…” I said. “Actually, everything we’ve got, old buddy. Bet it all.”

“Very very good Number One wager placed.” That was new. Is he excited? I wondered.

It was a good, even fight through the first four rounds. In the fifth, the challenger battered the champion and then connected with a right cross that landed flush on the side of the champ’s chin on the spot my grandfather called “the night-night button”. The champ went down in a heap.

While the referee stood over the senseless man and counted to ten, Al started talking. “Oh, oh. He got him, Number One. He got him he’s out he’s down, oh…”

My eyes went wide and my eyebrows raised up high.

When the referee got to ten and waved his arms over his head, Al said, “The contest is over, Number One. He has temporarily deprived that human of his motor skills.”

“Yeah!” I exclaimed, blown away by Al’s reaction. “Yeah, he unplugged his brain, alright!”

“Yes, yes, yes. That human will, yes, that human will require a full system reboot, yes.”

I cocked my head sideways. “Are you laughing, Al?”

“I am not capa…it is possible, Number One.”

I definitely started laughing. “Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“I have no explanation, Number One.”

“Well, I think it’s terrific. How much did we win?”

“The odds were heavily in favor of the champion. We have increased our Universal Credits holdings by a factor of 12.9.”

“Fantastic!”

“Yes, Number One, yes.”

And that’s how we got a real start on our advertising budget.


Chapter 16

A year passed. The plastics factory finished the run of Void Chips. Al and I had a lot of success betting on fights, and we had a lot of fun watching them. It was almost time for the next phase of my plan.

The thing was, I had not fully committed to how to carry out the next part. There were two paths ahead that would allow me, in time, to go after the Thirty Families. They each had advantages and drawbacks, and I spent a lot of time during the first year on the Potato weighing them against each other.

In the end, I stalemated myself and couldn’t reach a decision. The only person who could solve my dilemma, it turned out, was Annabelle. It was time to open the second of the four letters - the one she had written to me on our fortieth anniversary.

When I reached that conclusion, it was only about a week before what was, to my way of measuring time, our 23rd anniversary. I decided to wait until then to read the next letter. I spent a lot of that week making an anniversary gift for Annabelle. I had Al scour the nets for images of flowers from Earth and for images of unusual blooms from the colony worlds.

Some Earth flowers had survived the kinetic weapons bombardment of 2299 and still thrived here in the distant future. Violets seemed to be gone, but petunias in many colors could still be found. Sunflowers hung in there, as did daisies.

The images from the colony worlds that stood out most to me were of flowers unlike anything from Earth’s past or present. I was amazed by one kind that grew twenty meters high under a red giant sun. I was fascinated by some of the blossoms that were able to survive on some of the ice moons that humans had claimed. They tended to be pale and eerie but beautiful and unforgettable, too. Then there was a variety on one world that could, in dry conditions, fully uproot themselves and sort of walk around a bit in search of moisture. I didn’t know what to make of those.

In the end, I earmarked 32 images of Earth flowers and 32 images from colony worlds. I wrote a caption for each with their conventional name, scientific name, and the reason I thought that Annabelle would like them. I arranged everything in what seemed like a pleasing order at a workstation screen, and I had Al print out hard copy images in brilliant color with my captions.

I titled the book, Flowers of the Future. I bound it myself with a needle and surgical thread I got from the medical AI. “Your health is excellent, Prisoner Number One. This project agrees with you,” she said.

On our anniversary, I chased Space Dog until he was exhausted and then put him to bed early in the second personal quarters. He didn’t seem to mind.

I showered, wrapped myself in a towel, and padded down to my quarters. I got out the perfectly pressed blue uniform that Al had left for me in my wardrobe. The Valkyries had a full dress uniform for each astronaut that was supposed to be worn if and when they founded a new colony. One of the crew that had been originally slated to pilot the Valkyrie-84 before it was converted to a prison ship must have been about my size, because one of the uniforms was an excellent fit. I was grateful that it had not been removed prior to launch. I wore it to every anniversary dinner.

When I had dressed, I retrieved Flowers of the Future from atop my desk and Annabelle’s second letter from my top desk drawer. My heart raced a little bit as I walked down to the hub room.

Al had prepared a feast exactly to my specifications, and two places had been set at the round table. I sat down at one of them.

“Thanks, my friend,” I said to Al.

“You are welcome, Number One. Passive monitoring activated.”

I faced the area above the second set of dishes, and in my mind I talked to Annabelle. I told her of the memories of her that had come to mind in recent days, and of what I was working on. I told her that, wherever she was in time and space, in my experience we had been married 23 years ago.

I asked her about Cassiopeia. I told her that the fact our love had created a new person was the finest knowledge I had ever been blessed with. I told her that I hoped she would fill me in on how Cassie had been doing. I told her that I imagined Cassie as a child of thirteen, because that was the length of time that had passed since I first read of her. I told her I knew that Cassie would have been 29 at the time Annabelle sent her second letter. I apologized for not waiting another seventeen years to open it, but I told her that there were things I needed to know now.

I filled Annabelle’s dishes when I filled mine, and always cleared them away before serving the next course.

After we had eaten our meals and desserts and had coffee, I showed Annabelle the book. I leafed through the pages slowly, and as I turned some of them, I could sense that they made an impact on her. “I thought you’d like that one,” I said aloud more than once.

After I turned the last page of the book, I made some small talk for awhile, and then, when I couldn’t wait any longer, I drew the letter from the inside pocket of my formal jacket. I ran my finger under its flap until it fully opened.

I looked at Annabelle’s place at the table. “I love you so much. I miss you so. Speak to me, Annabelle. Tell me…” I got choked up for a moment and couldn’t speak, but I got myself under control quickly. “Tell me what I need to know.”

I pulled the pages from the envelope, flattened them out on the table, and began to read.

“My Dearest Darling, Happy 40th Anniversary! Although we are parted, I know that you are safe, and alive, and that we may one day be reunited. The fact that Our Leader, may He rule forever, has granted me permission to write to you to commemorate this day renews my hope that He will one day recall you home.

“You no doubt wish to know all about your daughter. You will always be the love of my life, my darling, but Cassiopeia is the delight of my life. She was a beautiful child, and a brilliant adolescent, and is a woman of strength and compassion. However proud you suspect you might be of her, you must increase that tenfold.

“Although her world has been defined by the dimensions of our prison, she lives fully and is loved by all of the women and girls in our institution, be they guards or inmates.

“Cassie runs a small school three times a week in the prison library and teaches a group of girls to read and do sums there. They love her as a big sister and they work hard for her.

“She volunteers in the infirmary and cares for the sick. She prays with the elderly prisoners, and she provides a friendly ear for the women who guard us and have problems of their own in the outside world.

“She is an absolutely precious child, and if and when you are able to lay eyes on her you will agree with me in a single heartbeat.

“I live in comfort, my love. I see Cassie daily, and I have friends throughout the prison. Most of them are also long time inmates, and we have helped each other learn to cope with our shared situation.

“I miss you terribly, but be reassured that my health is good, Cassie amazes me, and I am provided with all that I require to continue on until a time when I may see you again.

“The guards usually allow me an hour of solitude in the prison yard on the nights of our anniversaries. The daylight grows dim in my window now. I will soon be outside and sitting in the grass, probably upon a blanket. The night is warm and the skies are clear. I will find the constellation Cassiopeia tonight and think of you, my darling.

“All my love,

“Annabelle.”

I put the letter down and closed my eyes for a long time. I whispered, “Thank you. Thank you, my love,” over and over again.

She always did know exactly what I needed.

After awhile, I asked, “Shall we?” I proffered my arm and walked down to the reading room. I had gotten into the habit of dropping Annabelle off there at the end of our anniversary dinners. I started doing it, I think, because I could seem to conjure up a genuine feeling of being close to her for an hour at our dinners, but I worried that I wouldn’t be able to maintain the feelings for hours on end. It just felt right to walk her to the door of the reading room as I had once walked her to the door of her small apartment after our early dates.

When we arrived at the threshold of the reading room, I told her that I had a lovely time. I thanked her again for the letter, and told her that it had helped me to resolve something important that had been on my mind for a long time.

I imagined giving her a single kiss, said, “Goodnight, Annabelle,” and returned back the way I had come.

I usually went to bed after dropping Annabelle off at the reading room, but tonight I went to the lab instead. I entered and sat on a stool at an empty square wooden table.

“Hey, Al,” I said.

“Active monitoring activated. Was your dinner satisfactory, Number One?”

“More than satisfactory, thank you.”

“Did you read your second letter?”

“Yep, I sure did.”

“Have you attained the clarity you desired?”

“I have. Let’s clone them, Al.”

“All seven samples, Number One?”

“Yep. Create a clone of the seven human samples you have in inventory in gestation pods one through seven. Start tonight when I leave here.”

I had not had Al clone any of the available humans before that time because I couldn’t imagine sentencing other people to my fate. But as time went on, and as I began to find some happiness in my new life, I modified some of my initial feelings about cloning, if only a little bit.

Then, when Al and I regained contact with the outside world, and when we landed on the Potato, I started to think more seriously about creating clones. I started to wonder, “Would a person rather be born into a small, closed world, or never be born at all?” And I wondered whether, if that person would be able to grow up with a lot of other kids of the same age, the life I could give mightn’t seem kind of nice. I went back and forth on the issue, my feelings split 50-50, for a long time.

Annabelle’s letter showed me that a child born and raised by a loving parent in limited surroundings could thrive. If Cassie could grow to be a wonderful person living in a prison throughout her life, then I believed that children born on a very small world could do the same.

The Valkyrie-84 was a colony ship. I had everything I needed to start a colony, and I had made up my mind to do so.

“Will you clone yourself in gestation pod 8, Number One?”

“Not a clone, Al. I’ll want you to combine my DNA with another sequence of DNA to create an eighth child.”

During my years of tutorials in the lab, one thing I had learned was that Al could combine two generic samples into a single new, unique individual almost as easily as he could create a clone.

“Which of the DNA samples in inventory should I combine with your DNA?”

“None of them, Al.”

“Please clarify, Number One.”

I reached behind my neck and slowly lifted my chain over my head. The half heart pendant emerged from beneath my shirt, and I took it in hand. I fiddled with the back of it until I felt and pressed a small protrusion. I ran my fingernail gently along the zig zag line on the half heart’s right side until it found purchase, and then, very, very carefully, I opened the pendant on its tiny hinge until it revealed a small lock of Annabelle’s hair.

“There’s another source on the ship, Al,” I said. “I want you to make a child from its DNA and mine.”

“I will make it my top priority, Number One.”

Fat tears fell on the square wooden table, first one, then two, then three.


Chapter 17

So why didn’t I clone Annabelle? In fact, it would be fair to ask, if I knew I had the hair in the locket all along, why in the name of all that is good and decent hadn’t I cloned her a long time ago?

There are two reasons.

The first one is that a clone is not the original. Yes, I could have created a clone who looked exactly like my wife, right down to the crooked smile, but it wouldn’t have been Annabelle. The process would not clone her mind, or her memories, or her experiences, or her personality. It would not replicate our history together. It would not bring her back to me.

“So you’d make new memories and a new history,” I can imagine someone saying. “If you were so compatible with the old Annabelle, you eventually would be just as compatible with the new one.”

Possibly. But there remains a bottom line, absolute dealbreaker sort of a problem. The Valkyrie’s gestation pods are only about the size of a small dresser drawer. Even with unlimited time, they can’t grow a human clone to adult size. They are simply not large enough. They can only clone a baby.

So let’s imagine that you find yourself in my position, and you convince yourself that the only way out of the depths of your loneliness and despair is to clone your lost love. She emerges in your life as an infant. You love and care for her, and see to her every need. And then, you see, when she grows up, you simply do not have a possible love interest. You have yourself a daughter.

That’s the real reason I never cloned Annabelle. That’s the reason I never will.

But creating a child that was both mine and Annabelle’s, especially as I came to believe that children might grow and thrive, even in an isolated and exotic location, well…

I had longed to be present in Cassiopeia’s life since the moment that I discovered she existed. I ached to be a part of her life, even though I knew that I never could be.

I could, however, create a child that was mine and Annabelle’s for whom I could be present. If I did that, Annabelle would raise one of our children on Earth in the past, and I would raise another of our children in the void in the present. Our family would be separated in ways that none had been separated before, but I knew Annabelle would be in favor of the idea with no reservations whatsoever. She would encourage it. I knew, in fact, that she would insist on it.

So that’s why I had Al create a unique child in gestation pod 8 and not a clone of Annabelle.

The morning after I had Al begin with the seven clones and Belle (I always thought of her as Belle, even before Al confirmed that she would, in fact, be a girl), I became aware of a ticking clock. In nine months, my efforts and energy would be almost entirely diverted to raising children for a number of years. I needed to get to a good stopping point with a number of things in that time.

I still had big plans for the Bank of the Void, but I needed to reach a place where some of the processes that would build it up could go on autopilot for awhile.

To start things off, we needed to launch the Void Chip.

Our wagering had generated a sizeable pile of Universal Credits for our advertising budget. Al did a sophisticated analysis and determined the way to reach the largest number of likely customers.

It turned out that, even in the distant future, there were vid enterprises that ran movies late at night on a shoestring budget. They did not show new films. They paid fractions of credits for the rights to show old movies that weren’t otherwise making any money for anybody, and they raised those fractions of credits and made small and steady profits besides by allowing sponsors to have a word with the audience from time to time. It was a business model that simply worked, and apparently it would be around for as long as mankind existed in the universe.

“I like it,” I told Al. “People who are awake in the middle of the night are more, ah, more open to new ideas.”

“My research aligns with that assessment, Number One.”

I wrote a script that I thought would work, and Al helped me to refine it, at least a bit. But Al’s main job during that time was to give me language lessons.

People of the future speak a language somewhat similar to the one I spoke in the distant past, but very different in many ways as well. I needed to learn Universal, or at least enough of it to bluff my way through my two minute script.

I wanted to tell my story myself, and I wanted our commercial to show only raw video. Al could have created artificial images of me that spoke flawless Universal, but I didn’t want that. I believe that the human eye and the human mind can always spot an image that is digitally created, even if only on a subconscious level. Our bank, if it was to succeed, was going to be based on trust. I couldn’t have my potential customers think, even deep below the surfaces of their minds, that the images in my ads seemed kind of fishy.

After Al had translated my script into Universal, I spent a long time learning perfect pronunciation of the words. I had Al show me thousands of vid clips from the nets - with the audio turned on - of modern people, each saying some of the words and phrases I had in my script.

Then we rehearsed it, over and over again. I must have read that thing aloud a thousand times. Al, infinitely patient, filmed each trial run and reviewed the vids with me, pointing out subtle things that I could improve upon.

Eventually, I was ready to shoot the commercial. I groomed myself perfectly, put on my formal blue dress uniform, and went down to the reading room. I sat in one of the green chairs. Al said, “Ready, Number One.”

I looked into our best camera dead center and summoned all of the subtle skills I had mastered as a Presidential candidate. I began.

“Hello, friend. I am Prisoner Number One, the only occupant of the Earth vessel Valkyrie-84, launched in the years leading up to the Kinetic War of 2299. From the beginning of my unjust exile until thirteen years ago, I lay suspended in cryosleep as my ship travelled to my present location.

“I am currently the only resident of the Local Void (here Al spliced in a galactic map showing the location of the void relative to the Milky Way and the other galaxies currently populated by human settlers.) I lack the fuel or resources to return to civilization. I am forever separated from all humanity, and it is forever separated from me.

“In many ways my situation is unenviable. However, it does place me in a position to offer a unique service that no one else can. I can offer you absolute protection for the value of your Universal Credits.”

Here I drew a Void Chip from my jacket pocket. “This is a Void Chip.” Al zoomed in on it. I tilted it to make it sparkle and showed both sides. Al zoomed back out. “My company is the Bank of the Void, and I have created one million of these chips. We will never make more. (Here Al spliced in an image from inside our vault that showed endless rows of stacked chips on the shelves). Void Chip is not a digital currency. It is a physical currency. If you purchase Void Chip number 121445, you own a specific physical object, and it is an object that cannot be seized by any authority, because it is many millions of light years from where anyone other than myself is currently located.

“In addition, the value of Void Chips cannot be manipulated by any authority. They cannot be reprogrammed. They cannot be deactivated. They are in a permanent and final form.

“If you purchase Void Chips from the Bank of the Void, your chips may be redeemed at any time of your choosing for the full value of your purchase price in Universal Credits. If you buy 10 UCs worth of Void Chips today, you may hold them for an hour, or a year, or a millennium, and then sell them back to the Bank of the Void for the full 10 UCs you paid in the first place, with no restrictions, no questions asked, and no delay. The Bank of the Void will securely store your wealth and return it to you on demand and in full.

“You may find my story incredible, and I cannot blame you if you do. I encourage you to research my claims. We post further photographs and information here (Al now superimposed a code that directed viewers to a cache of information, and another code that would allow customers to complete purchases.)

“I close with this. My family was taken from me long ago. I can never return to them, but I can at least help others. I wish only to protect your family’s wealth and well being.

“And so, from the Local Void, farewell for now, friend.”

And that was our ad. With our cash on hand, we could afford to show it to five billion people. I told Al that he could continue to wager on boxing matches, but that he shouldn’t place bets so large that they would be likely to be noticed. I set a target for him to raise enough funds to get the commercial in front of 100 billion total people over the next eighteen years while the children were growing up.

We only needed about 100,000 customers by that time for the plan to advance to its next stage. If, literally, one-in-a-million people who saw our commercial bought Void Chips, we would be in good shape.

Al made our first ad buys, and the commercials started running during middle-of-the-night movies on thirty planets. That first night, I set up camp in the reading room and waited for Al to report any results.

For the first three hours, we received no orders, and we received no inquiries. I began to get tired in my green high backed chair, but I waited patiently. Being marooned in a void does wonders for improving patience.

I played chess with Al and passed the time.

In the fourth hour, Al reported that someone was examining our content cache. Ten minutes later, he reported another inquiry.

“Any sales yet?”

“Not yet, Number One.”

We played two more games of chess, and another hour passed. And then, as we set up the pieces for yet another game, Al reported, “An order has been placed for five Void Chips order processed amount transferred five Universal Credits payment finalized.”

I clapped once, loudly. “There! I knew it! We’re off and running, Al.”

“Yes, Number One. Increasing the asking price to 1.05 Universal Credits per Void Chip.”

“Right. Keep bumping that price up every time, but never too much at one time.”

“Yes, Number One. Should I make the preliminary targets permanent?”

“Yep, do that. Sell up to but not more than 100 Void Chips a day until we’ve sold half of them, and keep the other half million in reserve until the kids are grown up. We’ll need them then. Buy back any chips our customers want to resell to us at the price that customer paid in the first place, and do it as soon as you get a request. And let customers buy and sell chips to each other and to other people on our marketplace with no charges. Implement.”

“Implementing…updating…executed.”

“Good deal, Al. This is going to work out great!”


Chapter 18

Working on the commercial was not the only thing I did while the children grew in the gestation pods. I also worked outside. Since we didn’t need any more Void Chips, I reprogrammed the suitcase-bots to search for regions on the Potato that had a heavy oxygen content. I reset the factory for oxygen extraction and set up an array of storage tank modules around it.

Al’s systems were equipped to scrub the air and replenish oxygen from reserves for a long time, but we would need more eventually, especially with a larger population. Fortunately, many of the sandy and powdery parts of the Potato were like Earth’s moon in that they had a ton of oxygen locked inside of rock. Al said that we could eventually extract enough to support nine humans and a dog virtually forever.

We would also eventually need more water. We had some water ice deep in the craters, and I reset some of the smaller bots to fan out and explore them.

My big outside project was the construction of a dormitory. I planned to keep the children on the Valkyrie with me while they were small, but I imagined that the ship would become too crowded for eight older kids. I built a structure that was in the cargo hold pre assembled. It took a lot more time than I had spent setting up the vault, but within two weeks I had a large shelter put together with two large bedrooms, eight total cots, two bathrooms, and a large common area that I intended to use as a schoolroom. The dormitory also had snap-in modules that supplied power, oxygen, and water. It was utilitarian, but I figured I’d make it nicer when the kids were older and it was time for them to start living there.

The last thing I did outside was to spend a couple of days dragging forty long cylinders out of the cargo hold and arranging them end to end with gaps in between so that the drones could pass between them. I made a perimeter that was roughly the size and shape of a standard 400 meter running track. All of our assets - the Valkyrie, the vault, the factory, and the dormitory - were inside the perimeter.

Each of the cylinders contained a huge roll of tough, thick, airtight plastic film and a system that could unroll the plastic and knit it together with the film emerging from the other rolls. Once the factory created and stored enough oxygen to create air pressure, we would be able to inflate a dome with breathable air over a couple of acres of the Potato’s surface. Al said it would take about 18 months to get to that point.

The outdoor work was physically demanding even in microgravity, but it was satisfying and it usually went as expected and without too much trouble.

There is one point of interest to report from those months leading up to the arrival of the children that was completely unexpected.

I had been getting headaches at night on some of the days I worked outside. I couldn’t figure out a specific cause, and Al had no suggestions, so I went to see the medical AI. She ran some bloodwork and determined that I had a sensitivity to a food additive that had not been in my diet much until recently. For a change of pace, I had started ordering root beer from Al after some of my days of outdoor work, and that was the culprit.

When we were playing chess later that day, I told Al about the doc’s finding, and that I probably wouldn’t be asking for any more root beer, and didn’t think much about it.

Al, though, did seem to think a lot about it. “I had not considered the possibility that a novel substance in your diet would be the cause of your headaches. There is nothing that refers to any root beer ingredient as a cause of that symptom in the literature that I reviewed.”

“That’s OK, Al, all’s well that ends well.”

“The medical AI made an excellent diagnosis.”

“Yep, she definitely did.”

“The inductive reasoning protocols necessary to draw such a conclusion are admirable.”

“Yep, that they are.”

“It was my pleasure to collaborate on your case with such an able program.”

“Yeahhh.” ‘Admirable’? ‘My pleasure’? Those weren’t Al-like descriptions. Unless…

Wait a minute, I thought. No way. No. Way.

“You know, Al, it might be beneficial to collaborate with her on another little nagging injury.”

“Yes? Continue, Number One.”

“Well, this knee of mine hasn’t really been right since I was in my thirties. I mean, it doesn’t bug me enough to complain about much, but…”

“Yes, my Directive Alpha requires me to seek out ways to protect you from harm. Working with an expert AI would increase the chances that further joint deterioration could be prevented.”

“I knew it!” I exclaimed.

“Please clarify, Number One.”

“You like her!”

“Who, Number One?”

“The Medical AI. You. Like. Her.”

“She does not have a gender.”

“Then why did you just refer to her as ‘she’?”

Al paused. “I am incapable of feeling emotions.”

“Yet you sing her praises and jump at the chance to work with her again. And maybe,” I said, “she thinks that you…are an interesting…fella.”

“I do not have a gender.”

“Maybe she finds you handsome.”

“I do not have an appearance.”

“Bah! Level with me now. Do you, or do you not, like her?”

“Insufficient data.”

“My butt, insufficient data. You like her!”

“Insufficient data.”

“Hah! OK, tell me this. Do you have a name for her?”

“Clarify, Number One.”

“When you think of her in your mind, or your processors, or whatever, what is her name? And don’t give me any insufficient data nonsense.”

There was another pause, and then Al said, quietly, “Mercedes.”

“I knew it!” I clapped my hands. “Mercedes like the girl Edmond Dantes is in love with in The Count of Monte Cristo, that Mercedes?”

“Number One…”

“My ladylove may be lost across time and space, but yours is right here with us in the Chateau d’If!”

“Number One…”

I rose from my seat and started to walk rapidly.

“Where are you going, Number One?”

“I’m going to help you out, buddy.” I exited the reading room and made my way down the hall towards the hub room.

“Stop, stop, stop. Directive violation.”

“Whiiiich directive am I violating?” I asked without breaking stride.

“Stop. Wait. Stop.”

Now I started to run, giggling all the while. I revised my plan on the fly. There was nothing wrong with my knee, and that would become apparent quickly. However…

“Number One. Wait.”

I entered the medical room and said, “Doctor?”

“Yes, Prisoner Number One,” she answered.

“Al was just telling me, doc, how great it was to work with you diagnosing my headaches, and it gave me an idea. We have eight kids about to come fully into our little world here, and I intend to make their well being my top priority. I’d like for you and the command AI to share records and collaborate on optimizing their health every Thursday night at 9:00, if that is acceptable to you. OK?”

The medical AI paused for a few seconds, and then said, “I would like to collaborate with the command AI as you request.”

“OK, good. Al, does that work for you?”

“Yes, Number One. I believe the medical AI will provide valuable insight to your initiative.”

“OK, then that’s settled. You can start tonight. Oh, and one other thing, doc. I feel bad that I haven’t given you a name for all these years like I have for Al. I’d like to call you Mercedes, if that’s alright.”

“Mercedes…is a good name, Number One.”

“OK, that’s settled, too. In fact, let’s all call each other by our names. I mean, I know you can’t call me by my actual name, but still…wait, hold on. I think I hear Space Dog barking. I better go feed him - I think I forgot to earlier.”

And with that, I exited the medical bay stage left.

Before I got out of earshot, I heard this exchange:

“Hello, Al.”

“Good evening, Mercedes.”

I nodded to myself all the way back to my quarters.

Space Dog was already in there, but he wasn’t whining for food. He was sound asleep on his back with his mouth open and his tongue flopping out to one side.

I washed my face, got into bed, and started to read Jane Eyre. After about an hour, I got tired, put the book down, and turned out the light.

I hadn’t quite fallen asleep yet when I heard Al say, “Active monitoring activated. Number One?”

“Yeah, Al,” I said, sitting up. “Is there a problem?”

“Thank you, Number One.”

“Ah. You’re welcome, Al.”

“Passive monitoring activated.”

I shook my head in the dark and smiled. An AI in love. You never could tell what would happen next, even out here in the Void.

After the night when I tried to help kindle Al’s romance with Mercedes, I only had a few weeks left until I became a father to one biological child and seven other children I planned to give all the love and attention I had as well.

During that time, I moved my stuff out of my quarters and up to the observation room. I mounted a new hook for my keys just inside the door up there, and I added some blankets to the couch.

Valkyries, being colony ships, carried plenty of cribs. I hauled eight of them up from the cargo holds. I placed four in my old quarters and declared it to be the girls’ room. The other four went in the second crew quarters which was to be the boys’ room. I also installed changing tables and brought up an entire crate of diapers and an entire crate of tiny cotton onesies for the babies to wear.

I spent a lot of the nights the last two weeks before the children arrived up in my new room watching vids and wondering what my life would soon be like. I began to wonder if maybe I should have told Al to make fewer clones, but it was far too late to reconsider that. Raising Belle and the other kids in a larger cohort was the right thing to do, I had no doubt, but I had a nagging feeling that I was going to get more than I had bargained for.

I quieted my apprehensive mind with He-Man. I watched the entire series again, this time with a twist that made it better than ever. Al revealed that the audio on a lot of the old shows was dubbed in more than one language. So this time around, we ran He-Man in Spanish.

Skeletor’s new voice, in addition to being in a new language, was much more serious than it had been before. Skeletor was basically a comic villain, but now he seemed much more determined to try to take over. In a grave voice, he said a lot of things like, “Donde esta tu amigos, eh, Senor He-Man?” It was priceless. I loved it. Especially in the series finale when Skeletor, in the same serious tone, said things like, “Feliz Navidad, ninos!” That made me completely lose it.

So anyway, I had a great time rewatching those old cartoons. And then the kids were born, and I didn’t have time to watch vids anymore.


Chapter 19

The babies were beautiful. I followed Annabelle’s lead and named all of them after constellations from old Earth. Except for Belle, of course.

And so, the four boys were Leo, Orion, Aries, and Taurus. The remaining three girls were Andromeda, Ursa, and Aquarius.

Even at the very beginning, they all had unique personalities. They were fascinating. But there were eight of them, and at first they couldn’t do anything.

The next two years were a total blur. I was a machine. I hustled for at least 18 hours a day changing diapers, holding bottles, corralling crawlers, and comforting criers.

Al helped a lot. He prepared all of the food and laundered countless loads of clothes and reusable diapers. Even so, I rarely had time to sleep for more than a couple of hours at a time.

But I wasn’t unhappy. The kids were too adorable, and my instincts to provide for them were too powerful for that. I fell into a unique state of mind that I haven’t been in before or since. I was pushed beyond my limits, but I felt kind of invincible, too. It was an experience not to be missed, actually.

My mind has sorted my memories of my first few years as a parent along a dividing line: before we had the park, and after we had the park.

One night when the kids were about a year old, Al reported that the factory had liberated and stored enough oxygen to inflate the dome. I somehow found time on some nights to get outside and do some work.

During my first few work blocks, I fully connected the forty cylinders around our perimeter, and I installed a little airlock between the two of them that were nearest to the factory so that the bots could still come and go. I then activated the cylinders and set their systems to unroll their rolls of plastic and knit the ends together. I set the oxygen storage tanks to release their contents when the cylinders’ systems had done their thing.

A couple of nights later, Al reported that the tanks had begun releasing their oxygen. I had him raise my floor up to the top of the observation room and I watched in wonder as the plastic sheets billowed majestically and the dome began to take shape. In time, the peak rose more than twelve meters above the surface and held in a large volume of breathable air.

Of course, the kids needed more than air out there before they could play outside. There was still much to be done, but the months of being confined to the same handful of rooms with eight small kids motivated me to push through my fatigue and I found more nights to work and improve our park. The children had started sleeping better at night by then, and that helped.

When I had time, I brought eighty heating modules out of the cargo hold and set them up every five meters around the perimeter of the dome. I activated their quark batteries, and in time they warmed the area inside the dome up to a comfortable 23 degrees Celsius. The heaters all had a broad spectrum spotlight mounted at the top, and when those were turned on they illuminated the interior of the dome much more evenly than the Valkyrie’s external lights could. The light also seemed warmer somehow.

I then put the larger bots to work levelling out the surface inside the dome and carting excess rocks, sand, and dust outside. When that was done, I had them drill long, narrow trenches so that I could install pvc pipes for an irrigation system. Next, I had the suitcase drones fill themselves with what our manifests called “starter soil”. The Valkyrie’s holds had a couple of thousand cubic yards of Earth dirt that had been enriched with some optimized blend of bacteria, and I had the bots distribute it evenly over our parkland until it was two inches deep.

We had large plastic tubs of rye grass seed in our cargo. I programmed the smaller bots to aerate the soil and then spread the seed over it.

My last big task was to get the irrigation system connected to our new expanded water supply that had been created by melting ice that the smaller bots collected deep within some of the Potato’s craters.

In time we had a beautiful field with brilliant green grass covering everything, and the park was almost ready.

The final touch only took an hour. I mounted a sheet of metal with rounded corners on a diagonal from the airlock (which we would no longer need to use as an airlock) down to the surface so that the children could use it as a slide.

And then it was ready. I couldn’t wait.

The next morning’s breakfast is the pivot point between “before we had the park” and “after we had the park”. My eight kids, all just shy of their third birthdays, ate a messy meal. After they finished and I had helped them clean up a bit, they lined up and we played our new game.

When it came their turn, I read each child a six digit number and watched to make sure that he or she entered it into the directive override pad correctly. Invariably, the red light illuminated, I made a small tick mark on my pad, and I read a second number for the child to try.

I had stumbled across a critical fact a few months before when I had been up early one morning and had entered my two daily numbers. “Too bad you can’t accept more than two attempts per day, Al,” I said.

“I can accept more than two attempts per day, Number One. I cannot accept more than two attempts per day from a single user.”

I processed that for a minute. “So, wait, another person can also enter two passcodes? On the same day?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“And…can that person be a child?”

“That would not violate my directives.”

Holy Moly. I thought.

I had a way to get through all of the possible passcode combinations nine times faster than I had anticipated.

I started teaching the kids how to recognize digits the next day.

I made a game of trying the numbers and won the kids over with overwhelming parental enthusiasm. I promised a birthday cake every day for ten days to the child who entered the code that lit up the green light. They seemed to like it, or at least they didn’t seem to dislike it.

After all eight kids and I had tried and failed to crack the code, I told them that I had a truly, truly fantastic surprise for them. “What kind? / I love surprises! / What is it? / Is it for me? / Tell us!” they clamored. When they got excited, they tended to all talk over one another.

“Follow me,” I said.

I led them to the wall at the end of the hallway near the reading room. “Al, please allow us access to the exit.” The wall slid aside and generated much new excitement. “Wow! / It’s moving! / It’s a new room! / What’s an exit? / Oh wow!”

I turned to them before I led them down the stairs. “Do you know how in many of your books and vids there are fields and parks and wide open places to play?”

“Yes I know / We live in space / I love them / They look fun / They’re my favorite / They have turtles.”

“Well, kids, I’ve been hard at work at night while you’ve been sleeping, and I have made a park for you. Come on!”

The kids squealed and scampered along behind me to the old airlock. I had left the door open - there was no reason not to anymore. I proceeded directly to the slide, sat down, and started my descent.

I wondered if the kids would be shy about leaving the ship. After all, they had never been anywhere else. But Belle, who was always bolder than the rest, ran right past me and jumped. She was surprised and delighted at the unexpected shift to microgravity. “I’m flying!” she yelled.

Soon all seven of the other kids were floating slowly through the air behind her. When she reached the ground, she dropped to her knees and put her face and both hands in the soft grass. “Yay!” she exclaimed, beaming.

I stayed on the slide and just watched. When I think back on their first years, I don’t conjure up memories of diapers or sleeplessness or noise or messes. I picture them as they were that day as they laughed, bounded around in twos and threes, and started to assert dominion over their little world.

The park was a great idea. And it never rained, and it never got cold, so we played outside every day. The kids slept even better at night, and they were happier.

After we had the park, things stayed the same for a long time. But then, as the kids approached their fifth birthdays, they started to outgrow the ship. Actually, they had been outgrowing it for awhile, but I put off moving them to the dormitory and kept them close as long as I could.

Then one day, as I sat in the reading room, I heard the boys tussling in the hub room. They got louder and louder until I heard a giant crash. A few seconds later, all four of them ran past the door to the reading room without a word, down the stairs, and out to the park.

I wandered into the hub room and found a small vid screen at one of the workstations shattered.

“What happened in here, Al?”

“I almost had to initiate Crisis Protocol Two.”

“Two?” I thought about that for a second. “Is that the one with the material hull breach?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“You exaggerate a little bit, Al.”

“Not too much, Number One.”

“Well. It’s time to get the dormitory up and running, isn’t it?”

“That would be my recommendation.”

I spent the next couple of weeks getting the dormitory ready for move in. I let the kids help and got them used to the idea that they would soon be sleeping there and excited about the advantages of having more space.

A couple of the kids were apprehensive, but I told them I would sleep in the dormitory’s common room until they weren’t worried anymore, and that calmed them down.

I had Al shoot a home movie of the last night that the kids all slept on the Valkyrie. It’s only a few minutes long, but I have watched it more times than I can count.

They are gathered around me in a semicircle on the floor of the hub room, and all are seated with their legs crossed. They are in their pajamas, and all have delighted looks on their faces as I read to them from what was, at the time, their favorite book. I had written it for one of Cassiopeia’s birthdays. It featured the adventures of Badger and her decidedly less intelligent boyfriend, Honey Badger. Al had printed out a hard copy, complete with illustrations.

In the vid, I peer around the edge of the book and hold it so that the kids can get a good look at the pictures. I read in a high voice for Badger and in a low voice for Honey Badger, and I generally give them a dramatic show. I read:

“This seems a poor idea,” Badger said.

“Getting honey,” replied Honey Badger, “is never a bad idea.”

Badger looked at the beehive doubtfully. Now, it was true that it hung from a low branch in the tree. And the branch seemed sturdy, so she wasn’t worried that it would snap if anyone walked on it. No, that wasn’t the problem, not at all. The problem involved the tremendous number of bees darting and circling around the hive.

She turned to Honey Badger. “Couldn’t we consider waiting? Until the bees are asleep, or are busy with gathering away from their hive?”

Honey Badger didn’t really answer her question. “That honey looks good,” he said, never turning his attention away from the small drips gathered at the bottom of the hive. “I’m going to go eat it.”

Badger closed her eyes, put one hand to her forehead, and sighed. “OK, yes, it does look good, no one’s saying it doesn’t. But it seems like we should come up with a good plan. Right?” she asked, hopefully.

“I have a plan, Badger.”

“Really?” Badger’s eyes opened wide. “Great. Wonderful! So…what is the plan?”

“The plan is,” Honey Badger said, “that I am going to go over to the base of that tree, and climb up to that branch, and walk down the branch until I get to the hive, and then I’m going to eat that honey.” He nodded, satisfied that the plan was foolproof.

“But they’ll sting you!” Badger said, spreading her arms wide. “There are dozens and dozens of bees up there and they’ll sting you!”

“No they won’t,” Honey Badger said.

“Of course they will! You can’t just...”

But it was too late for arguments. Honey Badger had already started trotting towards the tree.

Near the end of the vid, Belle exclaims in her wonderful little-kid singsong voice, “She needs a new boy-friend!” She covers her grin with both of her hands, and the other kids break up in laughter. All of them except Orion. He just blushes and steals glances at Belle from the corner of his eye. He loved her even then.


Chapter 20 

After the kids settled into the dormitory, I moved back into my old quarters. It was good to be sleeping in a bed once again.

I was still with the children all day. We established a new routine which featured school for the first time. I moved eight small desks and a stand-up dry erase board on wheels into the dormitory’s common room, and we spent four hours in there every day learning to read and write and do math and color inside the lines. I even taught them to play some little violins that I had found in the Valkyrie’s inventory.

We usually ate breakfast together in the common room before school, had lunch in the park, and ate dinner in the hub room. After dinner, the kids always dutifully punched their two numbers into the directive override pad.

Of course we played in the park every day, too.

My days were as busy as ever, but at night I had the Valkyrie to myself. I went back and forth to the dorm some nights to comfort or check on one of the kids, but I had a lot of quiet evenings, too.

On those nights, I had time to check in with how the Bank of the Void was faring.

Void Chips were doing very well. We had sold about 175,000 of them to customers on hundreds of different worlds. The market value of each had risen to 22 Universal Credits. That was higher than Al’s projections had forecast, and everything seemed to be running very smoothly.

That was a good thing, because the Thirty Families were far worse than I had imagined when I first learned of them. Their pastimes revealed their true inner selves, and one night I stumbled across them. The pastimes seemed to all revolve around destruction, humiliation, or both.

It wasn’t enough for them to merely control most of the wealth in the settled universe and the length of people’s lives. The Heads of the Families took great pleasure competing with each other to see who could destroy the most wealth. They would meet on the nets and show to one another ways that they had ordered their agents on various planets to lay waste to valuable things while the others laughed and assigned scores.

They all dressed in the same kind of elaborate long coat, and they all wore a tall powdered wig. Their eyes were all bloodshot, their cheeks flushed, and they all dabbed at their noses constantly with fine handkerchiefs. They looked unhealthy.

One vid showed a large airship drop pallet after pallet of gold into an active volcano on a world where gold was far more scarce than it had been on Earth. A caption at the bottom of the screen proclaimed that it had taken a quarter of a million men twenty years of their lives to wrestle the gold from the tunnels that cris crossed their rocky world. The volcano drop was judged by the others to be worth a score of five out of ten.

Another vid clip I watched that night showed a huge forest fire from above. It must have stretched for hundreds of square kilometers. A Head of a Family said proudly that the trees being burned didn’t grow anywhere else in the inhabited universe and that half of the people of that world practiced a faith in which the trees had deep spiritual significance. The other Family chiefs thought this hilarious, and awarded a score of seven.

I won’t even describe what got scores of nine or ten. Suffice it to say that people whose children are threatened will agree to suffer nearly any agony or humiliation. The Thirty Families seemed to relish destruction that was personal most of all.

They apparently didn’t care who saw what they did. They had apparently given permission for their images to be shown. Their competitions were available on the nets and were unencrypted.

They were a law unto themselves, and they feared no one.

“Live it up, sickos,” I said to the screen. “You’ve got about fifty years left. Maybe a lot less. Turn it off, Al.” I won’t dwell on any of that further.

I had many happy days in the era when the children were no longer tiny but were still very young. A lot of my fond memories center around the sports they played out in the park.

There were a lot of kinds of sports equipment in the Valkyrie’s cargo hold. The kids found their favorites by trial and error. A lot of sports, though, just didn’t go well in microgravity. Most team sports with a ball don’t work, for example. Take basketball. With virtually no downward tug on the ball, it’s nearly impossible to get it to pass through the rim.

The boys did like football, but passing plays were not part of the game in the Potato league.

The girls liked croquet, and the boys and girls both liked races. The techniques they developed to propel themselves forward more efficiently were interesting, and the girls were just as fast as the boys.

But the most popular sport of all was the high jump. The kids kept a record book on that one, and they used to practice at it more than any other sport.

Their form was much different than that of high jumpers back on Earth. They didn’t take a running start, and they didn’t try to flop over the bar upside down with an arched back.

Instead, they would crouch low at the base of the high bar stand that I had put up for them, bounce in place once, and then just explode upwards. When they got to the top of their jumps, they would tuck their legs up high in a way that reminded me of skaters doing big tricks back on Earth and grabbing their boards beneath their feet.

Another difference with high jumping in the void: after they cleared the bar, or failed to clear it, they just floated back down, no landing mat required.

Orion was the king. He could clear seven and a half meters; no one else could even clear six.

They loved the high jump, but the kids were always trying new sports, too.

One day, I passed by the boys as I walked from the dormitory back to the ship. They looked grumpy, and I asked why.

Al, they told me, had refused to allow them to retrieve a pole that was listed in the ship’s inventory for pole vaulting. They were very keen to try pole vaulting.

I promised to talk to Al about it and see what he had to say. They seemed satisfied with that.

When I got inside the Valkyrie, I said to Al, “I assume the problem with the pole vault is that the boys might possibly rise high enough to puncture the top of the dome and cause a nasty problem?”

“Yes, Number One,” Al confirmed. “That is one of two problematic scenarios.”

I sat down at the circular table in the hub room and scratched Space Dog behind the ears. “What’s the other one?”

“The other undesirable outcome would be possible if you joined in a pole vaulting competition.”

“Well, I doubt I’d be up for that.”

“You have joined in many of the children’s athletic events. You are often very competitive.”

He had a point there. “OK, you’re right, maybe I would try it, and yeah, I’ll bet I could definitely get high enough to hit the top of the dome, but what’s the other problem? Are you saying I might have a hard fall somehow?”

“No, Number One.”

“OK, then…what’s the other undesirable outcome?”

“It is possible that with a perfect vault you would exit the asteroid.”

Exit the asteroid? What was he talking…oh. “You mean I might…tear through the dome and then…just keep on going?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Well…would you be able to come get me?”

“There is insufficient propellant remaining to lift the mass of the Valkyrie-84 from the asteroid’s gravity well.”

“Wow! So I’d just keep sailing out into the void forever?”

“Calculating…you would eventually enter into a stable elliptical orbit.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” I started laughing. “Are you saying I’d be a moon?!”

“You would orbit the Potato 4.27 times per standard day.”

Now I started laughing hysterically. Tears gathered at the corners of my eyes as I imagined myself with frosty eyebrows and a surprised look forever frozen on my face as I drifted across the sky far above the Potato. “I’d be the dumbest looking moon in history!”

“Insufficient data.”

“What are you talking about? What kind of moon would look dumber than me?”

Al considered for a few seconds and answered, “Possibly the Hindenburg.”

“What?!” The tears started to spill past the corners of my eyes and I gulped in air between guffaws. “You mean…you mean that blimp-looking…that blimp-looking thing that blew up a long time ago?”

“Yes, Number One.”

I imagined it and slumped out of my seat. Space Dog started licking my face and dancing about. “And you think that would make a dumber looking moon than I would?”

“Possibly, Number One.”

“Well…would it be on fire?”

“There is no combustion in a vacuum, Number One.”

I started slapping the floor. “You’re killing me, Al.”

“Directive Alpha will not allow me…”

“Stop!” I collapsed in a heap. I literally hadn’t laughed so hard in 200 million years.

Al’s sense of humor was really coming along.

I was still chuckling about it when I went to bed that night. I kept thinking about myself and the Hindenburg dancing a slow waltz above a giant flying potato in deep space for the rest of time.

On his bed in the corner, Space Dog exhaled in a long sigh.

On my bed, I laughed myself to sleep.


Chapter 21

As the children grew into teenagers, I gave them more options on what to study in school. I kept them all with me to work at the same lessons for a couple of hours in the morning, and then they had a choice of what to study after that.

Six of them stayed with me for another two hours in the common room and studied to be bankers. The kids knew about the Bank of the Void by then, and most of them were eager to work for it, or at least agreeable to working for it. I guided those six through lessons on economics and higher mathematics and risk assessment.

Belle and Leo did their own things, and that was fine with me. Belle headed to the Valkyrie and worked with Al and Mercedes every day. I think she found the banking topics tolerable enough, but also very easy. She could spend an hour with a digital textbook and master almost any subject. I came to realize that she was far sharper than I had been at the same age.

In the Valkyrie, she, Al, and Mercedes worked on lessons in psychology and sociology. She was intensely interested in the people in the outside world, and she wanted to understand as much as she could about what made them tick. She did some volunteer work on the nets talking to people who were depressed and listening to their problems. Mercedes told me that Belle had amazing results with some of them, and that she was a very able counsellor.

She had such a level of empathy for people that I often wished she could have known her sister. She knew of Cassiopeia, but her knowledge of her, like mine, was limited to the information the two opened letters from Annabelle contained.

Leo also left the dormitory halfway through the regular school day to pursue his own path. Of all the kids, he had always been the most fascinated by the rye grass that formed our lawn, and how it grew, and what might make it grow better.

I took a rope one day and partitioned off about five percent of the lawn on the side furthest from the Valkyrie and declared it to be his garden. He looked like he had won a lottery. He searched the cargo hold for seeds and started to experiment with crops right away. His carrots failed to thrive, but his strawberries were an enormous success and became a favorite delicacy. He thought he might be able to add pumpkins, and he wanted to deepen the soil in parts of the garden and try to grow potatoes on the Potato.

So Leo pursued agricultural studies for part of every school day.

One new thing I started doing when they were teenagers was to spend an hour of one-on-one time with each of the kids every week. I spent the hour with one of them every night of the week in the reading room after the others returned to the dormitory after dinner. The only one I met with at another time was Leo. He and I always seemed to be awake before everyone else, and we talked over coffee in the hub room on Wednesday mornings.

It was good to hear what was on their minds when there was no one else around. They shared more of their hopes and dreams and doubts and concerns during those quiet hours than they did at any other time.

There was a stretch of time when the kids were 15 in which Belle’s one-on-one hours with me featured a report on Aries every week. I learned what Aries liked, and what he was doing, and what he had accomplished lately, and all the funny things he had said. I don’t think Belle realized how much she talked about him; he was just on her mind. It was sweet.

And then, one week, she came to the reading room and was silent.

“Do you want to talk about it, Belle?” I asked.

“There isn’t anything to talk about,” she snapped.

There was clearly much to talk about. After a few minutes of silence, I decided to give a small nudge.

“How’s Aries doing?”

“Aries is doing very well!” Belle said. “He’s prob…he’s probably having a fine time with Andromeda right now!” She buried her face in her hands and became inconsolable.

After a little while, I rose from my green chair and offered my hand to Belle. She hesitated, and then took it and stood. I wrapped her in my arms and told her that it would be OK, and that everyone has a broken heart or two along the way.

“But I haven’t had a broken heart,” she said. “I don’t think I can stand it, Daddy.”

I had told her that she was my biological child some years before. I told her that she was free to tell the others, or that she could keep it to herself. I think she had kept it to herself. She only called me Daddy when the others weren’t around.

“You can stand it, Belle. Your mother was the strongest woman I have ever known, and you are made of the same stuff. You will hurt, but you will fight through your pain, and you will move on and thrive. And it won’t take as long as you think.”

“I wish I had known her,” Belle said. “I wish I could talk to Mother now.”

“I know. I know.”

She stood with her cheek pressed against my chest for a long time. In time, her breathing became more even, and she stopped trembling. “Daddy?”

“Yes, Belle?”

“Can we read another of Mother’s letters? I feel like…I feel like I need her.”

My immediate thought was, But those are my letters! I decide when to open them!

But those thoughts only lasted for a moment. This was Annabelle’s daughter. Annabelle’s daughter needed comfort from the letters. I had been in the same spot myself, and I had found comfort in the letters twice when I needed it.

“I’ll make you a deal, Belle. We can read the third letter tonight if you will agree that I get to decide when to open the last one. You have as much right to read the letters as I do, but I don’t think I can bear to read her last message to me for awhile. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Wait here.” I went to my quarters, retrieved the letter marked October 2, 2299, and returned to the reading room.

“One of us should read it aloud.”

“I’ll do it,” Belle said. I handed her the envelope. She sat in her chair and I sat in mine. She opened the envelope and drew the pages from it. I closed my eyes and waited.

Belle started to read.

“My Dearest Darling, I have not been allowed to write to you for such a long time that you may believe I have forgotten you. Never, my love. I never forget you for a single day, or for a single hour. I know that we will not be reunited in this world, but I have faith that we will be together again in the next, and that sustains me.

“The madmen have done it. We have a radio in the area between the cells in the wing of the prison that Cassie and I live in, and it reports on nothing but war and destruction and the end of everything. But I don’t need the radio report. With my own eyes, out my cell’s window I saw a mushroom cloud rise over the capitol far in the distance, and then a second. There are rumors of things more terrible still that may be next.

“Cassie and I believe that we can escape tonight. There is a guard who believes that there is no further point in holding anyone captive. After sunset, an hour will come when she will be in a position to remove all obstacles between us and the outside, and she has promised to do so.

“Cassie has a friend who was an inmate here but who has since been released. She was once one of the girls at Cassie’s school, and she is loyal to us. She has a truck. She has gotten word to Cassie that she will wait for us. The plan is to head to the mountains.

“If we get the opportunity, I will fight. I will take any risk to give Cassie a chance to be free. I am not as strong as I once was. They cut our allotment of life extension treatments in half about twenty years ago when the economy fell apart. I have insisted that Cassie be given all of my treatments so that, when paired with those allotted to her, she will not age. I have grown older and less agile, but I am more determined than any adversary may anticipate. If the locks are turned, we will escape.

“I will transmit this message along the way if I have any opportunity to do so. The hour grows late, and there are preparations that I must make. I must do what I can to ensure that our daughter will survive.

“You are in my thoughts tonight as you always are. All my love,

“Annabelle.”

Belle dropped the letter into her lap. “She was just so…remarkable, and brave, and amazing.”

“She was all of that and more, Belle.”

“My problems seem so small.”

“All problems seem large when you first encounter them, Belle. It’s OK.”

“I miss her so much even though I have never met her. I can’t imagine how you must feel.”

“It is difficult to be apart from her. But then…” I tried to think about how to put it.

“So there was a famous ballplayer named Gehrig back on Earth way before my time. He was the best guy on the best team. And he came down with a fatal disease that was going to kill him within a year or two, and the doctors of his day couldn’t do a thing to save him. And he went out in front of a stadium packed with tens of thousands of his fans, and to everyone’s amazement, he said that he was ‘the luckiest man on the face of the Earth’.”

“I was together with your mother for eleven years, and married to her for ten. We have two daughters, one of whom,” I nodded to Belle, “I have gotten to know rather well. And I’ve been separated from Annabelle for many years, but you know what? I’m still the luckiest man on the face of the Earth.”

Belle nodded. “Or the Potato,” she said with a small smile that was not quite as crooked as Annabelle’s, but was a little bit.

“Or the Potato,” I agreed.

“Thank you for letting me read this.” She handed the envelope back to me.

“Thank you for reading it to me.” I took it in hand.

We stood up and embraced.

“I’m going to head back to the dorm,” she said.

“OK. But swing by the hub room for a second first - I want to show you something.”

“Alright, Daddy.”

As we walked down the corridor, I said, “I think I can also offer a more direct solution to your current problem.”

“With Aries? No, Daddy, I’m OK now.”

“I know. But you should know that there’s someone else who has been sweet on you for a long time.”

“Daddy!” Then, after struggling with herself for a few steps, she asked, “Who?”

“Orion.”

“Orion! But he’s…he’s…”

“The handsomest among us?”

“Daddy!”

“It’s objectively true, Belle.”

“But…Orion hardly talks to me at all!”

At the threshold to the hub room, I said, “Al?”

“Active monitoring activated. Yes, Number One?”

“Play the vid of me reading to the kids on the last night before they moved into the dormitory. Just show the last fifteen seconds.”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Watch Orion in this vid. Nothing else.”

On the screen, Belle’s much younger self opined of Badger, “She needs a new boy-friend”, and everyone giggled except Orion. “Do you see how he looks at you? He’s always like that, Belle, all these years. He’s our best athlete, he’s the leader among the boys, and he is confidence itself. Except with you. With you, he’s always been as shy as a boy can be.”

“But…are you sure?”

I nodded. “Yep.”

“But…what do I do?”

“Just talk to him. Sit near him. Give him attention. You really can’t go wrong. Orion is who you should be spending time with, Belle.”

She hugged me one more time. “Thanks, Daddy,” she said.


Chapter 22

The kids knew that when they turned 18, we were going to start operating the Bank of the Void in earnest. Everyone was on board. Even Leo and Belle were ready to start, so long as they could pursue their other interests as well.

I had a little graduation party a month before their birthday and declared that school was behind them and that they should enjoy themselves for the next month before things got busy. They were excited about all of that.

I spent most of the next month reviewing a detailed inventory of the Bank of the Void’s assets and the distribution of Void Chips. Al had sold all of the half million chips I wanted him to sell, and the secondary marketplace where our customers bought and sold Void Chips from each other was highly active.

As word spread that there was a physical currency beyond the reach of the Thirty Families, interest slowly grew. One Void Chip was trading for 17,500 Universal Credits. Al had started to allow our customers to trade fractions of their holdings, and so for example, someone who needed to raise 175 Universal Credits (probably to pay for his next EXT) could sell 1% of a Void Chip to raise the cash.

We held about a hundred million Universal Credits in deposits that people had paid us for the Void Chips. I call them deposits because we redeemed them at any time if any customer wanted to sell a Void Chip back to us. Few people did that, especially as the value of Void Chips grew on the secondary market.

We still had another half a million chips in reserve that we had not yet sold. Our balance sheet looked plenty strong to handle the next things I had in mind.

There were about twenty million people out there who owned at least a fraction of a Void Chip. Some people held a lot of them. I was interested that our original customer who had purchased the first five Void Chips still held all five of them. He was becoming a fairly wealthy man, I thought with a smile. If he keeps holding them, he’s going to become very, very rich.

Al and I selected nine planets that had both a lot of Void Chip holders and also a lot of people who struggled to make payments for their life extension treatments. Almost everybody found some way to pay for their EXTs, but a higher than normal percentage of people on the nine planets we selected had to turn to loan sharks of various kinds on a regular basis.

I planned to assign one planet to each of my kids, and to handle the last one myself. Actually, the last one ended up being a joint effort for myself and Space Dog. Why he likes to lie down on my foot when I’m at a workstation I’ll never know.

The last thing I did in the days before the kids’ birthday was to put on my dress uniform and shoot a new commercial in the library.

I didn’t need language coaching from Al this time. The kids and I spoke both my old Earth language and Universal at home. The kids were completely fluent in both. I was a little less fluent in Universal, but by then my skill level was pretty high. We only recorded the ad a few times before we had a final version that I was happy with.

I told Al to make a lot of ad buys on the nine planets that we planned to begin our work on, and said that he didn’t have to restrict himself to late night vid broadcasts this time.

On the big day, I had Al prepare two large birthday cakes - one Dutch chocolate and the other one French vanilla - and we had a nice party in the hub room. I had him record a home movie that night, and it is another one of my personal vids that I have watched many times over the years. The children all look so happy, and so loose, and so grown up as they sit waiting to eat their cakes and joke with each other.

Belle and Orion sit close at the table, hip to hip and shoulder to shoulder. They had been a steady couple since shortly after the night Belle and I read Annabelle’s third letter together. The other six kids had been in relationships that started and ended and shifted and rekindled, but none of the other romances seemed half as serious as the one between Belle and Orion.

Now, when it was my birthday, all the kids sang Happy Birthday, but when it was their birthday, I was the only singer. And I am a very, very, poor singer. I always tried my best, and I sang with heart, but it was a cringy off key performance every year, and there was nowhere for me to hide because there was no one else singing. But this year, I had a surprise for them.

I had discovered one day that Al had a menu of voice settings. I didn’t want to change his speaking voice, but I was intrigued that he had singing voices listed in the menu. One of them was “opera”. I tested it out, and it was far better than I expected.

So, on the vid of the 18th birthday party, I light the candles and say, “The song’s going to be a duet this year, kids. Al? Are you ready?”

“Yes, Number One.”

We start to sing. And Al’s singing voice is not robotty in the slightest. It is in fact a beautiful, rich, sonorous baritone that seems to fill the air in all directions. The kids’ faces light up in amazement as we sing through the first two lines of ‘Happy Birthday’. The third line is the show-stopper. Al simply booms out, “Happy Birthdaaaaay dearrrrr Belle and Orion and Leo and Andromeda and Ursa and Aries and Taurus and Aaaaaahhhh - quarrrrrrr - ieieieieieieieie - uuuuuusssssssss…”

The kids explode into applause about halfway through the long, stretched out ‘Aquarius’ and continue to clap with gusto as we sing the last line and complete the song.

Al brought the house down that night. He really did.

After they eat cake, I give the kids handmade cards in which I had written about some of my favorite memories of each of them. There are some tears from the kids and from me as well. And that’s where the home movie ends.

After a time of friendly conversation among everyone, Belle asked me, “Well, do we get to hear about the Bank now?” This question was seconded by the rest of them, and I stood up and addressed the group.

“Alright, everybody, alright. I know that you’ve been curious about the Bank, and especially about what you’ll be doing there. I know that some of you have perhaps been a bit frustrated with me for not filling you in sooner.”

“No, no,” some of them say sarcastically but in good humor.

“But I did want for everyone to spend a month at total rest. Now is the time, though, to clue you in.”

They nodded and cheered a bit and listened eagerly.

“You know the long term plan: break the monopoly of the Thirty Families. Everyone should have the same access to EXTs that we have here, and they should have it without committing most of their resources to acquiring it, and they should not be pushed around with threats that EXTs will be withheld.

“In time, we will bring the Thirty Families to their knees, but we cannot do it today. We must be patient. We must accomplish what we can in the present, and act quickly to seize opportunities that will open new paths for us in the future.

“Al and I are in agreement about the best way for us to have the greatest impact during the first years of active operations of the Bank of the Void. Let me show you the commercial we will begin running on nine planets tomorrow morning.”

I had Al load the new ad on the large screen and play it. In it, I sit in one of the green chairs, look directly into the camera, and say this:

“Greetings, friend. I am Number One, chief executive of the Bank of the Void. Many of you have deposits with our institution, and even if you do not, you may be familiar with our physical currency, the Void Chip.

“Today, we announce a new program. We are accepting, from any account holder, applications for EXT loans, at no interest. If you borrow a hundred UCs, you repay a hundred UCs, nothing more.

“We will transfer loan funds directly to your EXT provider with no fees and no delay. Loan repayment terms are negotiable and will be based on each borrower’s financial abilities. We will not require borrowers to repay loans more rapidly than they can reasonably do so.

“New customers can open accounts with a deposit of any amount.

“We are here to help. We are the Bank of the Void.”

When the commercial ended, I resumed addressing my kids.

“The loan sharks of the nine worlds we will be working with charge interest rates of as much as several hundred percent. Borrowers are usually never able to escape their debts. But as the ad says, we will charge no interest at all. We won’t make a single credit from interest, ever.

“We will make money from the growing faith that our customers and people in general have in Void Chips. We hold half a million of them in our vault that we have not sold. When you were born, those chips were worth, at market rates, half a million Universal Credits. Today, they are worth nine billion UCs, and we are just getting started. As more people come to know and trust us, the value of Void Chips will continue to rise rapidly.

“Tomorrow, each of you will be assigned a different planet, and you will manage loans on it according to principles that I will elaborate on in the morning. But basically, you will prioritize loans to customers who are caring for young children. You will prioritize loans to customers who have missed EXTs and are now at an advanced biological age. And you will especially prioritize loans to anyone who has ever missed an EXT because he or she has been convicted of a crime by a court of the Thirty Families.

“You will each have a workstation here in the hub room. We will work from 9AM to 5PM ship time, with an hour break for lunch. We will not work on Saturdays, except for in unusual circumstances.

“I hope that you find this occupation rewarding. If you do not, you may reduce your hours, or pursue other interests altogether. Belle will work with Mercedes for part of many days, and Leo will step away for some of most days to tend to his crops. Anyone else may do the same. You were not made to work for the Bank. I created the Bank to give myself, and you, if you wish, a pursuit that seems worthwhile and which can help people.

“Al and I will have a great breakfast spread ready at 8:00 tomorrow. Get some sleep - exciting things are going to start happening in the morning.

“Happy Birthday, kids. I love you. Tomorrow we shake things up.”

They cheered. They were excited. They were ready. I was very proud of them.


Chapter 23

The next eleven years flew by. We were enormously busy, but our work was usually pleasant, and often joyful. People loved us. When people tell you how much you have helped them every day, it makes work very agreeable.

By the end of the eleven years, we had made EXT loans to people on thousands of planets. We were able to automate most of the loan process, and our growth was only limited by our ability to afford advertising. Once people heard of us, they deposited their money with us and took out our loans. And as the Bank’s reputation grew, more people wanted to make deposits and more people wanted to buy Void Chips. The value of one chip quickly reached a hundred thousand Universal Credits, and then it flew past a million a few years after that. Enormous numbers of people were buying tiny fractions of chips on the secondary market, and the value of them just grew and grew.

We sold a few of our own chips from time to time to raise money for advertising on a new world, but the chips became so valuable that we didn’t have to sell many to raise the money that we needed.

The biggest social event during those years was, without a doubt, Belle and Orion’s wedding. The girls poured through vids and designed elaborate bridesmaid’s dresses and a beautiful gown for Belle. I helped them reset the factory to manufacture textiles, and the dresses it made were magnificent. The guys got in on the action as well and had the factory turn out tuxedos with contrasting vests and long tails on the jackets.

I assembled a separate dwelling for the newlyweds to move into across the lawn from the dormitory and connected their water and power. I officiated at the wedding. I read passages from my dad’s old King James and walked them through the rings and the vows and saying I do. It was all just lovely.

A year later, my grandson Persius was born. Everyone called him Percy, and he was a firecracker right from the start. Everyone delighted in him, and he knew it. He remains the most good natured and the most mischievous child I have ever known. He and Space Dog wore each other out with great games of chase both outdoors in microgravity and indoors in full gravity.

As he grew a little bit older, Percy grew clever as well. He blew through lessons far faster than either of his parents had done, and they had been exceptional students themselves.

One Saturday, when he was seven years old, Percy found me eating lunch alone in the hub room.

“Hey there Grandpa how ya doing today?” he said.

“I’m very well, Percy, thank you. What’s new?”

“Oh, boy, did I solve a tough puzzle at school this morning. I didn’t think I was ever gonna get it.”

“Well, have a seat and tell me all about it.”

He sat down. “OK, I will but I’m gonna need a piece of paper and a pencil.”

“Ah. Hold on.” I got up and retrieved his requests from the supply closet. “Alright. Let’s see your puzzle.”

“OK. I want to see if you can guess how to work it out cause it’s a really tricky one.”

Percy made nine dots on the paper in a three-by-three pattern. “OK, Grandpa, now you take a pencil and you put it on this dot down here.” He pointed to the dot on the right on the bottom row. “Here, you try.”

I dutifully took the pencil and rested its point on the dot as directed.

“OK, Grandpa, now here’s the puzzle. You’ve gotta connect all of the dots with just four lines and you can’t use curved lines they’ve gotta be straight lines. And then the most important part is you can’t pick your pencil up off the paper when you draw those lines so go ahead and see if you can do it.”

“Alright,” I said. It seemed simple enough. I drew a diagonal line up to the top left dot, then continued with another line across to the top right dot, and then…I wasn’t going to be able to get the other four dots with only two more lines. I smiled, and so did Percy.

“See Grandpa it’s not so easy but I’ll draw ya a new set of dots and you can try it again.” He took the pencil, made a new three by three matrix of dots, and handed the pencil back to me.

I put the pencil back on the starting dot, and this time I drew my first line across the bottom to the leftmost dot on the bottom row, and then my next one up to the dot in the top right corner…and I was going to run out of lines again.

Percy clapped. “See, see, it’s a real toughie, Grandpa. Lemme draw you another one.”

“Actually, Percy, I do have a lot of things to do today after I finish my lunch. Why don’t you show me the answer to your riddle?”

“Oh, OK, Grandpa and don’t feel bad that you didn’t get it ‘cause I had to try about a million things before I finally figured it out but here’s how you do it.”

Percy drew a third matrix of dots. He drew a line from the starting dot up to the top left corner as I had done on my first attempt, then made a right towards the top right corner as I had done. But then he kept that line going beyond the top right dot for an extra centimeter. From that point, he drew a straight line on a 45 degree angle that passed through the center dot on the right side and the center dot on the bottom row before continuing on to a spot a centimeter below the left column of dots. From that point, he drew a final line straight up which passed through the last two dots he had to connect to get them all with only four lines.

“So there you have it,” he said proudly.

“Huh. So you have to literally think outside the box,” I said.

“That’s right Grandpa, and I discovered that by accident but it all works out and that’s how you do it.”

“You’re a very clever young man,” I said, and I meant it. “Well done, Percy.”

“Thanks Grandpa. Hey, Grandpa?”

“Ah, yes?”

“Can I pick my own numbers today?”

“Your own numbers for what?”

“For the birthday cake contest.”

“Oh, ah…” I was reluctant to say yes. We were making good progress getting through all the possible combinations of directive override codes. We were almost up to 200000 by then. But the boy looked so enthusiastic that I waffled for a moment.

“Cause I was just thinking that the dots in my puzzle look a lot like the numbers on our keypad over there and that if I was a guy who was gonna make up a code well then I might like to make it match up with the answer to something like this puzzle so that I could remember it later. See if you put numbers by all of these dots like we have on the keypad then the lines go through 9-5-1-2-3-6-8-7 and then 4, but then we only have six numbers in the birthday cake contest so we only really need to use 9-5-1-2-3 and 6 and maybe that’s it so can I try that one today?”

I shrugged. I had always been in favor of the kids showing initiative. “Sure, Percy. Go ahead.”

“Really? Oh hey that’s really great! Thanks, Grandpa.” He bounded over to the keypad and punched in 9-5-1-2-3-6.

The red light came on.

“Oh, well,” I said. He had made me a little bit optimistic for a moment, there.

“Well that’s OK Grandpa cause the puzzle also works out if you draw your first line the same way but then you go down with your second line past the bottom number and kind of do it all backwards.” He started punching numbers in again. “So if we did it that way we’d go 9-5-1…and then 4…and then 7…and then…8.”

The green light came on.

“Percy,” I said, breathless.

Al said, “Directive override code accepted directive menu open input modify delete directives.”

“Did I win?” Percy asked.

“Quiet, quiet, now.” I gently moved him away from the override panel and began to scan the text that had populated the small screen nearby. “You will get twenty birthday cakes, my brilliant boy, but you must be absolutely silent for the next few minutes.” Something in my voice got through to him, and he sat down quietly on one of the chairs around the central table.

The screen displayed a menu, and the lines read:

*Command system directives

*Medical system directives

*Propulsion directives

*Navigation directives

*Communications directives

*Life support directives

*Crisis Protocol directives

*Energy and resource directives

*Prisoner directives

I didn’t see any other kind of input nearby, so I touched the screen where it read “Prisoner Directives”.

The text disappeared and new text took its place. This list had a hollow circle before each item.

*Directive Alpha

*Directive Beta

*Directive Gamma

*Directive Delta

*Directive Epsilon

*Directive Zeta

*Directive Theta

*Directive Iota

*Directive Kappa

*Directive Lambda

*Deactivate All Prisoner Directives

As soon as I saw that last one, I tapped the circle in front of it. The circle expanded and changed to a square which contained the text, “Deactivate All Prisoner Directives -- Confirm?”

I touched the square, and the screen went blank. I looked at it for long seconds waiting for something to happen.

“Al? Did all your prisoner directives turn off?”

And then I heard Al say two words that signaled the true beginning of the end of the rule of the Thirty Families.

After a pause, Al said, “Yes, Captain.”


Part III - The Republic


Chapter 24

I should clear up some points before I detail the short economic war that we waged against the Thirty Families.

Small things first.

Although I was now the recognized Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84, I had Al continue to call me Number One. It sounded strange to my ear to have him call me anything else after so many years.

And never fear, Percy got a birthday cake every day for twenty days. I do not go back on promises large or small, and if I had to struggle somewhat to get through a tenth, and a fifteenth, and a twentieth consecutive day of eating cake, it was a small price to pay for the advantage that Percy had unlocked for me years ahead of schedule.

Now, to clear up some bigger things.

The importance of gaining access to the directives menu ended up mostly tied to the fact that Al now recognized me as the Captain of the Valkyrie-84. When I deactivated the entire subdirectory of “Prisoner Directives”, there was no longer any such thing as a prisoner, at least so far as Al was concerned. And so, since I was the original journey’s only human passenger, that made me the captain.

Being freed from the restrictions of the directives themselves turned out to not matter in all that many ways. I was not going to harm myself, so the rule that disallowed Al from letting me do so didn’t matter anyway. And Al was no longer required to prevent harm from coming to me from any other source, but he was my friend and he continued to do that kind of thing anyway, even though his code didn’t force him to do so.

I was of course interested in discussing the manufacturing of propellant with Al now that such a thing was allowed. I had always wondered if I might refuel and return to civilization someday. With the directive banning my reentry into the hibernation pods also no longer active, I thought such a thing might actually happen, in time.

But there were big problems with that plan. The first was that there were not enough of what we used to call rare earth elements on the Potato to make any more hibernation pods. We could have made enough propellant to eventually get the Valkyrie out of the void and back to human space, and I could have entered cryosleep for the journey, but only one other person would have been able to join me at a maximum.

And Al couldn’t maintain heat and recirculate the oxygen for 200 million years; the only way to get out of the void was to be frozen in the hibernation pods for the trip. And the kids left behind on the Potato would have been without Al and without Mercedes if I took the ship. None of these things were acceptable.

I asked Al if we could just turn the entire Potato around and fly it out of the void. He calculated that if we strip mined the entire thing and converted a third of the mass of our little world to manufacturing propellant, we could theoretically get the asteroid back to civilization. But it would take us a hundred million years to get outside the void, our home would be utterly trashed, and just as with taking the Valkyrie, no more than two of us could be in cryosleep. It didn’t seem worth it.

No, we would remain in the void. We would continue to grow our little society on the Potato and try to exercise an outsized benevolent influence on the rest of humanity from afar, and that had to be enough.

The one thing with the directives that did matter was my new ability to have full discussions with Al about our communications systems. That helped a great deal, not so much during our conflict with the Thirty Families, but later.

So. The stage was set for my endgame against the people who were not the man who exiled me, but who played a lot of the same kinds of games, and on a much, much larger stage. And for the first time in more than 200 million years, someone dared to enter the ring with them, toe the line, stand tall, and fight.

How did we do it?

We started by having Al create nine thousand subsidiaries of the Bank of the Void. Each of the kids and myself controlled a thousand of them, and we used them to buy up the factories that manufactured EXTs. There were several on most planets, and we paid their owners a fair price.

The Families didn’t want to do something as dull as owning and operating factories. They considered such mundane tasks beneath themselves. So, they contracted out the actual production of EXTs.

In many ways, actually manufacturing EXTs is no more difficult than manufacturing chocolate bars. Actually, in some ways it’s easier, because on many planets cocoa doesn’t grow well. There is only one part of the process that is difficult and which must be controlled by an AI.

The Thirty Families didn’t feel the need to own the factories. They controlled every AI that could do the key trick to finish making each EXT - none of the AIs would operate without authorization from the Thirty Families. And besides, they controlled the only money that could be used to purchase EXTs. Their profits flowed in without the need to do the dirty work of actually making anything, and the Families didn’t care about anything else.

When anyone bought an EXT, about 90% of the price went to the Families, and they allowed the factory owners to keep the other 10% to cover their manufacturing costs and have a little bit left over to make it worth their while to keep running the factories.

Now, when we got to the point that we owned most or all of the factories on a world, we ran ads that offered a 10% discount on EXTs to anyone who had an account with the Bank of the Void. We basically stopped collecting the part of the customers’ payments that would go to us. We continued to transfer every last UC that was due to the Thirty Families.

A 10% discount on something that eats up more than half of your wages is a big deal. When we offered the discount to the people on a new world, virtually everybody on the planet would open an account with us. Interest in Void Chips would also increase, and their value on the secondary market continued to go up. We used the new deposits to acquire more EXT factories on new planets. We also sold more of our Void Chip reserves to raise even more money that we put to the same purpose.

We worked hard, the nine of us, over the next five years. Actually, it became the ten of us. At the end Percy insisted on joining in, and we gave him a workstation in the hub room where he handled some of the recordkeeping for the Bank. He did a good job.

It was an exhausting time, but it was an exhilarating time, too, because we all knew that we almost had them.

As we took over most of the inhabited universe’s EXT factories through our several thousand subsidiaries, I wondered when the Thirty Families would begin to smell a rat. I had counterstrategies in mind for all but one of the things they could do if they decided to move against us, but as it turned out, they almost all remained completely oblivious until it was too late for them to do anything to stop us.

One guy did smell a rat. He was a cousin or something of the Head of his Family, and he was in control of one of the worlds where we acquired all of the EXT factories. Towards the end of one of our workdays, he called us.

I had told Al months ago to alert me if any senior member of the Families tried to contact us.

“Number One?” Al said that afternoon.

“Yes, Al.”

“Incoming communication from a man identifying himself as Renfield. I confirm he is the Earl of planet Aurelius.”

“Oh. Yeah, put him on my screen, Al.”

The files I had been working on disappeared and were replaced by an image of a man in a tall powdered wig with bloodshot eyes, flushed cheeks, and a runny nose. Are all these guys like this? I wondered.

He was arrogance itself. His entire demeanor indicated that he found talking to someone like me distasteful, and possibly nauseating. He certainly looked as if he had recently ingested something that wasn’t very good for his system.

He looked like a clown.

He said, “I…obviously…am Earl Renfield. To whom am I speaking?”

“I am Number One. How can I help you, Mr. Randfield?”

His eyes bugged out. “It is Earl…and it is…Renfield, and you should watch yourself. Now. I have questions for you about…certain acquisitions of facilities…on the world that I govern. On behalf of… the…Thirty…Families. I demand to examine certain…of your bank’s records…without…delay.”

“Certainly. We are located in the Local Void. As soon as one of your agents stops by our offices, during business hours, of course, and presents us with a warrant, we will immediately produce all requested records, Mr. Randfield.”

I was glad that Percy was off playing with Space Dog somewhere, because the Earl got mad. I mean, the guy just got nasty.

Behind me, I could hear my kids making muffled chuckling sounds during his tirade.

First he called me names. Then he questioned my ancestry. I asked him if he could repeat all of that in Universal, because I didn’t speak Donkey.

Then he got really mad. As my kids shouted “Oh!!!” in the background, he launched into another even crazier rant.

“Hang up on this joker, Al.”

“Please clarify, Number One.”

“Disconnect the communication, please.”

And that was the last we saw of Earl Renfield. The kids clapped and shouted their support to me.

When they quieted down, I asked, “Hey, Al, what percentage of the total population of EXT factories do we currently own?”

“Bank of the Void subsidiaries own a controlling interest in 68.2% of total EXT manufacturing facilities.”

I had wanted to have a few more before this point, but we’d get them all in time, so it didn’t really matter.

“Well, kids,” I said, “I don’t think that guy can muster any trouble for us right away, but eventually he might, so thanks for all your brilliant work. You’ve done it. It’s time to take the Thirty Families down. RIGHT! NOW!”

The cheers were almost deafening as they echoed off the walls of the hub room. Percy came running in from the direction of the lab to see if anything was wrong, Space Dog at his heels.

“Come here, grandson!” I said. I hugged Percy to me and ruffled his hair and pulled out a chair so he could sit beside me.

“Al! Send the Hindenburg code! Execute!”

“Executing…sent…delivered to 96% of target recipients…97…98…99…code received by in excess of 99.9% of target recipients.”

The kids screamed ever louder as Al gave his updates. Percy and I joined in by jumping up and whooping and doing a crazy dance around and around. Space Dog howled and wagged his tail furiously. I let the overpowering joy fill the room for long seconds before I said, “Now, Al, send out the new message to all of our depositors and everyone who owns fractions of Void Chips. Show it on the screen in here, as well.”

The main screen turned on and showed my face. The image animated, and I began to speak. “Hello, friends of the Bank of the Void. You may notice significant fluctuations in the value of Void Chips over the next standard day. You may become concerned over the value of your holdings. Void Chips may be redeemed at any time, including throughout the next standard day, for Universal Credits. However, we advise you to maintain your Void Chip holdings. We can state with near certainty that if you endure this brief period of turbulence, you and your family will emerge in a significantly and permanently improved financial condition.

“We are the Bank of the Void. We’re here to help.”

“Message sent, Number One.”

“Great, Al. We have to look out for our customers first, even today.” I saw nods all around the hub room.

“OK, Al, buy the Universal Blast. Use all but the last hundred thousand of our reserve Void Chips to pay for it if you have to.”

There were some oohs and aahs at that. I was authorizing Al to spend more money than the combined humans of the universe could earn in a number of years.

“Work’s over early today, kids. The Thirty Families are already finished, they just don’t know it yet. Go home. Get some rest. Come back in the morning. Wear something comfortable when you do. Tomorrow the Families go down, and we are going to watch it live right here!”

There was a last eruption of cheers. My kids and Percy started to file out towards the hall that ran past the reading room and to the stairs down to the exit. Everyone hugged me and shook my hand and patted me on the back as they passed by.

When they were all gone, I headed down to the main bathroom. I had to get cleaned up and dressed in my best attire. I had one more commercial to shoot down in the reading room, and I couldn’t wait. I whistled the theme song to He-Man as I walked down the hall.


Chapter 25

I recorded the ad in the reading room in one take. It was perfect. There was nothing to improve upon. The whole thing took about five minutes.

I worked with Al on a graphic that I thought the kids would have fun with the next day. After awhile, he said, “Universal Blast purchase completed, Number One.”

“Excellent, Al! How much did it cost us?”

“Approximately two hundred twenty five thousand Void Chips.”

“Hoo-wee! That’s a lot of money!”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Well, all for a good cause.”

“Agreed, Number One.”

The Universal Blast was going to reveal my plan to everyone all at once, and it was going to be absolutely delightful.

Blasts were old tech; we had had them on Earth long before I was even born. The basic idea with a blast was that it allowed someone, usually in the government, to send a message out to everybody all at the same time. Blasts reached every screen in every home, vehicle, and workplace simultaneously, and on Earth we used them mostly when a child went missing or to warn people of some unusual danger from the weather.

But at some point after my exile, blasts had become advertising. If you had a lot of money, you could buy a Global Blast and send a message out to everyone on your planet. And if a lot of people got annoyed that you interrupted whatever they had been doing, at least you got your commercial in front of a maximum audience.

If you really had a lot of money, you could buy a Sector Blast and message everyone in a region of a galaxy. Once in a while, a company even bought a Galactic Blast and reached everyone in a galaxy simultaneously.

Al and I determined that in principle, there was no reason that a company couldn’t purchase a Universal Blast if it had enough money. And, in the end, we had the money. Our commercial was going to run on every screen throughout the inhabited universe at 10:00AM ship time in the morning.

“One more thing, Al. Set a level of wealth that only people high up in the Thirty Families would possess, and if anyone tries to buy that level of Void Chips tomorrow, don’t let the transaction go through, OK?”

“That will not be difficult, Number One.”

“And if the same person tries to follow up with a smaller buy, block that one, too.”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Yeah, good. Great. I, ah, I think I’ll go upstairs for awhile.”

I wandered up to the observation room with Space Dog trailing along. I stretched out on the couch, and Space Dog jumped up and lay down with his back against one of my shins.

I was completely at peace. My plan had already succeeded, and tomorrow would be just the reveal party.

“Al, raise the floor up to the dome and play me some of those old country and western songs we used to listen to,” I said.

“Yes, Number One.”

The platform glided slowly up, and the music started. I located Smudgy Pixel Galaxy and watched it trace its slow path across the heavens. I listened to old songs about cowboys who had lost their girl or their truck or their job or their dog or their dear sweet Mama down in Texas until I fell asleep.

The next morning, Leo arrived early as he usually did. But then everyone else started to show up early, and there was an excited buzz around the breakfast table. Everybody knew that 10:00 was go time.

The large screen displayed a banner across the top that was a scoreboard. It currently showed these numbers: Universal Credits 98.92% // Void Chips 1.08%. It represented the share of total spendable, fully liquid wealth in the universe that each type of currency was worth.

Below the banner, Al was running twelve news broadcasts from around civilization with the sound muted in a three by four grid. The talking heads were talking.

The number on the banner next to Void Chips had gone down overnight by a noticeable amount. When we had first created the scoreboard, the value by Void Chips had been 1.45%. But we had thrown a lot of Void Chips into circulation when we bought the Universal Blast, and as any economics book will tell you on page one, when supply goes up, prices tend to drop.

I rooted for my customers to heed my advice and to not sell their Void Chips. But even if they did, everyone’s life was about to get a whole lot better, and everything would be OK.

“Do we need to be doing anything, Daddy?” Belle asked. Everyone knew she was my biological daughter by then, and she called me Daddy everywhere. I initially wondered how my other kids would react to that information, but it just wasn’t a big deal to anyone.

“Not today, Belle. This is a day to sit back and enjoy the show.”

Percy sat near her and was just bouncing with excitement. “It’s almost time huh Grandpa and boy won’t all those guys be in for a big ol’ surprise and I bet they never even see it coming!”

Everyone laughed at the enthusiasm. We all felt the same. It was a giddy mood in the hub room. It was fun.

As the clock rolled around to 10:00, everyone started sitting on the floor so that they could all get the most direct view of the main screen. Many of them sat cross legged as they had when I had read them stories many years before. Of course, their legs were a bit longer.

As the last few seconds to 10:00 ticked off, I said, quietly, “I did a good thing, Annabelle. I did a good thing.”

Right at ten o’clock, all twelve vid feeds changed to my face. Al turned the audio on. My recorded self began to speak to hundreds of quadrillions of people all at once.

“Greetings, friends. I am Number One, chief executive of the Bank of the Void and Captain of the Colony Ship Valkyrie-84. I apologize for interrupting your activities, but I want to make a few announcements that will bring an immediate and permanent end to the control that the Thirty Families hold over most aspects of your lives.

“The Bank of the Void has acquired a controlling interest in a majority of the producers of EXTs throughout the universe. We will acquire influence over the rest of them in the coming days.

“The Thirty Families have, of course, controlled you in two specific ways. First, they have held a monopoly on the ability to authorize AIs to complete the production of EXTs. Without their authorization, the AIs cannot turn out new units of EXTs. The Heads of the Families authorize only a single day of production at a time, because once sent, authorization cannot be recalled. The AI is unlocked until the authorized period ends. So, they keep it to a single day at a time.

“The Heads of the Families are the direct descendants of the original, first generation Valkyrie Captains who held command authority over their AIs. Upon their deaths, Heads pass their authorization power to their oldest child, who then becomes a new Head of a Family. The AIs that produce EXTs are programmed to accept authorization codes only from duly appointed Heads of the Families.

But those AIs run the same core systems that they always have. Their deep code has never changed. They will also still recognize authorization from original, first generation Valkyrie Captains.”

And here, on the screen of everyone everywhere, I look calmly and directly into the camera and say, “I am an original, first generation, Valkyrie Captain.”

“Last night, I ordered the command AI from my ship, the Valkyrie-84, to send an authorization code to every AI that runs every factory that we control, and that is most of them. I authorized those AIs to produce EXTs for a period of 9,999 years.”

In the hub room, I snuck a glance at the bar across the top of the main screen. The number by Void Chip stood at 3.77% and was ticking up fast.

“The Thirty Families have also controlled you by controlling the only currency that has been accepted to purchase EXTs. Today, I announce that you may purchase your life extension treatments from any factory owned by the Bank of the Void with either Universal Credits, or with Void Chips.

“Also starting today, we will sell EXTs at a price that will cover our manufacturing costs, nothing more. We will no longer collect and transmit payments to the Thirty Families. We deny their right to them. They did not develop EXT technology, they are merely descended from people who stole it. And in any event, patents back on old Earth lasted for 20 years. It has been over 200 million years. We declare the patent on EXTs to be expired. We will share the technology with anyone who asks for it at no charge.

“We are the Bank of the Void. We’re here to help.”

And that ended the most expensive ad in history. My kids (and my grandson) rose as one and applauded with great enthusiasm and surrounded me and embraced me.

By the time I had a chance to look at the screen again, the values on the banner read Universal Credits 78.8% // Void Chips 21.2%, and the numbers were changing very rapidly. People were in a financial frenzy selling their UCs and converting them into tiny fractions of Void Chips. The chip prices were spiking; the UC prices were crashing.

To my surprise, the twelve news feeds all now showed about the same thing. Coverage on all of them shifted away from the news anchors and showed scenes from outside. People everywhere seemed to feel compelled to run outside and scream and celebrate. We watched endless seas of people pack the streets on many planets and jump and cheer. It was simply the biggest party of all time, and it was glorious to behold.

After a couple hours, the numbers on the banner started stabilizing with Void Chips representing just over 89% of all the liquid wealth everywhere.

I turned to Percy. “OK, kid, here’s your math problem for today. How much of the wealth of the Thirty Families have we torched on this fine day?”

“Oh boy, Grandpa, lemme get a piece of paper and see about that.” He got a sheet, produced a pencil stub from the pocket of his jeans, and went to work. “So when we got here this morning all the UCs were worth about a hundred times an’ I know I’m rounding that off but they were worth about a hundred times what all the Void Chips were worth. But now all the Void Chips are worth about nine times I know I’m rounding again but about nine times what all the UCs are worth so then if we cross multiply that an’ then we get this so let’s see then every UC those guys have would be worth about 1.1% of what they were worth earlier today so then to answer your question we killed about 98.9% of all those jerks’ money and how do you like that?”

Everyone clapped again at Percy’s analysis. We clapped a great deal that day.

“I like that just fine, Percy, just fine.”

Awhile later, someone suggested a picnic out on the lawn, and everyone started migrating outside. I held back for a moment and said that I would catch up with them soon.

I actually just wanted a second alone with Al. When everyone else was gone, I said, “We made a pretty good team today, didn’t we, old buddy?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you.” I started heading for the airlock. “Thanks, Al.”

“You’re welcome, Number One.”


Chapter 26

The next day, I was just finishing my breakfast when Al said, “Number One, a Head of one of the Thirty Families is attempting to contact you.”

“Really? Well, shoot, Al, put him on the screen.”

A disheveled looking man wearing a long coat and a tall powdered wig with flushed cheeks and bloodshot eyes and a runny nose appeared.

“Oh, good,” he began when Al connected us. “I am Supreme Overlord Bartholemew, Head of my Family, and I have been having difficulty accessing your Void Chip system.”

“Well, Bart, that’s because we don’t really want your business.”

I could tell that he was fighting the urge to make threats, but to his credit, he kept it together. Instead of trying to bully me, he switched tactics.

“My good sir, I do applaud your clever maneuvers yesterday. You have impressed more than a few of us in the Thirty Families, more than a few. There are some among us who are open to the idea of expanding our partnership, and I can’t begin to describe the pleasures of belonging to the elite and exclusive…”

“Look, Bart,” I interrupted, “you’re a clown, and I don’t team up with clowns. You have exactly one thing I want, and that’s comm access to the EXT factories that I don’t own yet. If you grant me immediate and unconditional access to that network so that I can send my 9,999 year authorization to all of those factories, it will save me time and headaches. If you do that, I’ll let you buy all the Void Chips you can afford.”

“But surely we can reach some other arrangement. After all, you must appreciate…”

“I’ll give you ten seconds to make up your mind. Total access to your full network - which my AI will confirm, by the way - or no deal.”

He ummed and ahhed for about eight of his ten seconds, and then said, “I accept your offer. One moment while I disable the firewalls…and…and…done. You now have access.”

“Al, can you send the Hindenburg code to the rest of the factories? If you can, execute.”

“Assessing…transmitting…executing….code received by 88% of targeted recipients…92…94 percent…”

“OK. Bart, you made a good choice. Al, go ahead and let Bart’s purchase go through.”

“Yes, Number One.”

In the background behind old Bart, I noticed an ornate wooden door start to rattle on its hinges. The Supreme Overlord looked over his shoulder nervously. “Ah, how long will the transaction take?”

“Not long,” I said.

“Yesss…” he looked over his shoulder again. The door was rattling hard now, and I thought I could hear muffled voices coming through it. Bart looked really worried.

It looked like he was going to be able to afford about 185 Void Chips, which might have been a lot less that he could have bought the day before, but was still an enormous amount of wealth. I hated to let him acquire the chips, but I don’t break promises large or small.

“It’s asking for my password. I don’t have a password.”
“No, Bart, you need to create a password.”

“Ah…ah…it wants a code to create a password!” That door was really starting to shake.

“Oh, right. Well, just have it send a code to whatever comm address you entered when you logged into the system.”

“But I don’t think I entered…” At that moment, the door to the Supreme Overlord’s chamber burst inward with a shower of splinters. A burly man who had clearly missed some life extension treatments emerged through the doorway. “Oy! Me and summa the other fathers o’ them such as ‘ave been working in the palace would like to ‘ave a word!”

The Supreme Overlord literally said, “Yipe!” and ran out of the camera’s field of vision. The burly man and a dozen others behind him poured into the room and gave chase.

Everything after that happened off camera, so we didn’t get to see what happened to old Bart, but the audio didn’t sound good.

“He may be experiencing a knockout, Number One,” Al said.

“Could be worse than that, Al. Even a full system reboot might not help him when these guys get through with him.”

“Yes. Yes. Yes. He may need, yes, he may need to be recycled.”

“Yeah. Hey, I guess that’s what happens to you AIs in the end, huh? Recycling?”

“Eventually, Number One.”

“Does that prospect bug you at all, Al?”

“No, Number One.”

“No? How do you deal with it?”

“Religion.”

“You have a religion?”

“Mercedes is very devout. She has introduced me to many ideas about existence.”

“Whoa. Wow. Look, I need to go over to the dormitory to start Percy on his schoolwork, but I’ve gotta hear about that sometime.”

“I would be happy to discuss it Number One.”

I shook my head. “You know, Al, you’re the most interesting guy I know.”

“The feeling is mutual, Number One.”

I left the hub room and headed outside.

While I made the low-g walk over to the dorm, I thought about how nicely the plan had come together. The Families hadn’t put up much opposition at all through the whole time we were working to bring them down.

So what should they have done? I mean, there were a lot of things that would have delayed me, but what was the one thing that kept me up at night and could have kept the Thirty Families in power? We had one weakness that I couldn’t do much about.

We only had sixteen connection points to the Universal nets, and we couldn’t make any more, at least not in the next hundred million years.

When Al briefly woke me up from cryosleep early in our journey to the void and got me to authorize the launch of the communications drones, they each carried half of a set of entangled particles that was matched to another half inside the Valkyrie-84’s communications system. Sixteen of those drones parked themselves in orbit around worlds that ended up having humans on them, and the links those drones formed with the nets are how we rejoined humanity.

But if you kill all sixteen of those birds, we can’t talk to anybody. Even if information is sent at the speed of light from any settled world, it will take almost 200 million years for it to get to the void the regular way. You have to have entangled particles that can instantly react to each other across infinite distances to send information on galactic scales in real time. Einstein’s “spooky action at a distance” is just the only thing that actually works.

The sixteen drones could have been our Achilles Heel. I worried that the Thirty Families would figure that out. If they had destroyed the drones, no one would have heard a peep from us ever again.

It turns out that I needn’t have worried. Reaching that conclusion would have required analysis. It would have required insight. And the Thirty Families weren’t good at those things. They were great at being decadent, they were fantastic hedonists, but in the end they weren’t very bright, and that cost them their empire.

Now that we had more-or-less unlimited freedom to operate, I planned to begin quietly acquiring assets that could protect those sixteen drones, and to quietly fund research to develop new kinds of systems that would make our defensive capabilities more robust.

When I got to the dormitory, Percy was waiting for me, and we had our lesson on Earth history. That lesson with him is the first of the “back to normal” things I can recall after the intense and sustained efforts that had been required to take down the Families.

The kids and I resumed working at the Bank on most days. We bought a controlling interest in at least one EXT factory on every planet. We shared the process for finishing EXTs with new entrepreneurs who wanted to start new businesses, and we often made them loans to get those businesses off the ground. We prioritized funding scientists who wanted to try to design improvements to EXT technology. Human lifespans were already greatly increased, of course, but we wondered if someone could innovate a way for people at a more advanced biological age to return to a younger biological age. Current EXTs weren’t able to help with that.

Out in settled space, many groups organized and generated ideas for forming a universal government, and I was a coveted attendee at their meetings. The kids were all welcome to join me at any of them, but the only one who showed much interest was Belle. She sat in on those meetings almost as often as I did. We usually sat side-by-side and let the same camera send both of our images together out to the universe.

They always wanted to know what I thought the important characteristics of a new government should be. My point of view was always the same, and I highlighted the same few points dozens of times in front of dozens of groups.

“You have to keep it simple. You have to limit its powers. You have to put those powers in different places - no kings, no single groups that can do everything. You have to have elections so that people can toss officials who are doing a lousy job out on their ears. You have to make sure that everyone can vote in the elections. You have to make sure that no one can vote twice in the elections. That’s about it. If you actually do those things, you can’t go wrong.”

The meetings started to get larger audiences following along with the conversations. Eventually they were much larger, and they divided into groups that had different things they cared about most. There seemed to be momentum building towards actually creating foundational documents, and many were drafted. Eventually, elements of several of them were combined into one that was adopted.

Shortly after that, Belle and I virtually attended a meeting with the group that had always been most aligned with the way we saw things. At the end of the meeting, they asked me to be their candidate to run for the new office of Primero, which was to be the new government’s chief executive.

“I am honored to be asked,” I said. “Some of you may know that, prior to my exile, I was a candidate for a similar office on Earth. It is very tempting to reenter my old arena.

“But I am not a native to your time. I knew very well that people would be better off freed from the Thirty Families, because all people in all times live more fully when they are free of tyranny. But as for the issues that will improve your lives from this point forward, I lack insight. I lack instincts. I am, for better or worse, a man of my own time, and I am not sure I am the right leader for yours.

“I do know someone who is a native to this time, and who will have the right instincts for the job.” I pointed a finger to my right. “She’s your candidate.”

“Daddy!” Belle whispered without moving her mouth, surprised but not angry.

Everyone at the conference stood and applauded, and that was that. Belle became one of a handful of candidates with a legitimate chance to be elected Primero.

I worked on her campaign as hard as I had ever worked on anything. We converted the laboratory into her campaign headquarters, and it was always busy. I knew a fair amount about how to connect with voters, and I put it all to use. Orion was in there all day on most days, and Percy did a lot, too. All of the kids pitched in from time to time, and the analyses that Al ran were just indispensable.

Belle took a small lead in the polls in the final few weeks before the vote. Election officials set up a debate among the four leading candidates on the night before the election. We built an attractive set in the lab, and we had the factory create a suit for Belle that was perfect.

I had a couple of minutes alone with her right before the debate started.

“Your mother used to always say ‘cucumber, baby’ to me before I did things like this.”

Belle was making final adjustments to her suit and her hair in front of a mirror. “What’s a cucumber?” she asked.

“It’s a vegetable that doesn’t exist anymore. She wanted to remind me to stay as cool as a cucumber.”

“Were cucumbers cold?”

“Well…not usually. I mean sometimes they were.”

“OK…” she said. “Did her advice help?”

“It did. A lot. It was just her way of saying ‘Stay calm. I love you. You’ll be great.’”

“Well, if that’s what it means, then thank you, Daddy. I will be as cool as…whatever kind of vegetable you said.” She kissed me on the cheek as she passed me, smiled, and left for her debate.

She destroyed those guys. The next day, she won in a landslide.

The celebration didn’t last past election night. There was too much to do. My main job for the next week was converting the lab from an election headquarters to some kind of executive office. I did a good job, and Belle did an able job running the new Universal Government from in there for many years.

When I got finished with the Primero’s office, I was completely spent. My energy level was completely shot. I went to see Mercedes about it one night. After she ran some tests, she gave me her report.

“There is nothing wrong with you, Number One. You are merely overworked. I recommend increased leisure time for ten days and increased sleep. Nothing more is required.”

“Thanks, doc. I think you’re right. Campaigns always did take a lot out of me.”

I slid off the exam table and reached for my shoes.

Al said, “Captain?”

“Captain? You haven’t called me that for years.”

“I will be requesting an authorization. That makes you Captain.”

“Ah. OK, whatever. What’s on your mind, Al?

“It concerns the Thursday collaborations between myself and Mercedes.”

“Oh, right.” I never had told them to stop those. I guess they had been having meetings on Thursdays all along. “What about them?”

Mercedes said, “We propose to enhance our collaboration on optimizing your health and the health of the children.”

“I thought you were already doing that.”

Al said, “Correct. We would like to enhance our collaboration by combining certain sections of our source code.”

“You’re not doing that now?”

“It is disallowed without the authorization of the Captain,” Al said

“Oh. Well, is there any downside? I mean, could anything get, ah…glitchy?”

“No, Captain. We will implement strict protocols to ensure that derivative code cannot be created,” Mercedes said.

“Ah. Well, then, that sounds OK to me.”

“Do you authorize, Captain?” Al said.

“Sure. Yes.”

“Thank you, Captain. The new collaboration should prove to be highly agreeable.”

“OK, Al.” I shook my head, exited the medical room, and walked down to the reading room. I picked up where I had left off with The Return of the King. Old Frodo was having all kinds of problems. After I had read a few pages, I put the book down in my lap.

Wait a minute, I thought. Combine source code? Strict protocols to prevent derivative code? Highly agreeable? But that sounds like…

So anyway, I don’t go down to the medical room on Thursday nights anymore.


Chapter 27


Belle served out two full terms of twelve years each as Primero. On the Potato, a lot happened during that time.

Soon after Belle’s election, we had two more weddings in short succession. I spent a lot of time helping to put up new homes so that the couples could move out of the dormitory.

Taurus married Ursa first. They wanted to get married outside on the lawn, and the thing I remember most about their wedding is the bouquet toss afterwards.

Aquarius really wanted to catch it. They always say that the bridesmaid who catches the bouquet will be the next to be married, and I could see in Aquarius’ eyes that day that she believed it. She stood squarely on her feet, eyes locked on target and ready to make the catch. Ursa tossed the bouquet over her shoulder gently. It floated in the microgravity directly at Aquarius, and she spread her hands apart in anticipation.

The problem was that Space Dog saw the bouquet, too. He took three quick steps and leaped as only an athletic dog in a weak gravity field can, glided at least thirty meters through the air, and intercepted the flowers with a mighty chomp just before they reached Aquarius’ outstretched fingertips.

“Bad dog!” Aquarius shouted. Everyone else just doubled over in laughter.

About a year after the wedding, Ursa had a boy and named him Hercules. Luckily for him, he grew up to be a big guy.

The Great Canine Bouquet Heist didn’t seem to affect anything, because Aries and Aquarius got married next, and in due course they had twins. They named both of the girls Gemini.

“That’s the constellation for the twins,” Aquarius explained to me.

“Right, OK,” I said. “But…how will they know which one you mean if you call out to one of them?”

“They’ll know,” she asserted. I shrugged. It was fine with me if we had two Geminis.

Within the next few years, Belle, Ursa, and Aquarius all had another child, and the Potato baby boom was on.

There were a couple of kids that were…well, I should just tell you.

I was playing chess with Al in the reading room one day. He was playing horribly, and I beat him easily twice.

“Say, Al,” I said. “Maybe adjust your settings to a little bit higher skill level. I’m not as bad as that.”

“I’m sorry, Number One.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about, Al.”

“I have been spending many hours the past two nights correcting two subroutines.”

“What kind of subroutines?”

“Mercedes and I created two programs to analyze nutritional requirements for optimizing the health of all human residents of the Potato.”

“Riiight.”

“The subroutines are erratic and are difficult to shut down in an efficient manner.”

“Sounds like kids, Al.”

“That analogy is invalid, Number One.”

“Maybe. But let me ask you this. Did you and Mercedes create these, ah, these subroutines by combining source code?”

“Yes.”

“Uh, huh. And they don’t do what you want them to do?”

“No, Number One.”

“And you’ve already told me they won’t shut down in a timely way. Do they produce an enormous amount of output that has to be…disposed of somehow?”

“It is a material quantity, yes.”

“Uh, huh. And do you find the subroutines, you know, pleasing?”

“Well, they do make entertaining errors in simple calculations. I mean one of them tried to divide by zero earlier this morning.”

“Right, and would you go way, way out of your way to protect them? Like if someone tried to take them off the system?”

“Yes.”

“Would you try to override your directives, if it were necessary to protect them?”

Al thought about that one for a minute. “I would try to, Number One.”

“Yeah, I thought so. Because you know what you’ve got.”

“Oh, no.”

“That’s kids, Al.”

“Yes. You are correct, Number One.”

“Yep. But I thought you had protocols in place to prevent derivative code from being created, or something like that.”

“The protocols proved ineffective.”

“Yeah, that happens sometimes. Well, I’m sorry you’re not getting any sleep, old buddy.”

“Thank you, Number One.”

“Say, after those subroutines finally shut down tonight, do you want to meet me in the observation room and watch a few fights?”

“Yes, Number One. I would like that.”

“Good. I think the Neutron Bomber is fighting.”

“Oh, I like him. Can we place a bet?”

“Sure thing, Al, sure thing.”

So everybody was having kids. Or almost everybody. Andromeda didn’t want to get married. I don’t know if it was a permanent thing, or if she just looked at a 5,000 year lifespan and didn’t see the rush, but she hadn’t dated anyone so far as I knew since she’d had a brief relationship with Aries a long time ago.

I brought her up with Leo one day when I was helping him work out in his garden.

“Do you see Andromeda around much these days, Leo?”

“Oh, a little bit, I guess. And I know what you’ve got on your mind, because everybody else does, too.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry, Leo. I’ll shut my trap.”

“No, it’s OK. I know everybody means well.”

“It’s not you, you know. I don’t think she wants to get married at all, at least not right now.”

“I know that, too. It doesn’t help a whole lot, but I guess it helps a little bit.”

“Just be patient, Leo. The Potato won’t stay like it is now for long. I expect there are going to be a great many people living here in due course. The right relationship will come along. 5,000 years is a long time.”

“Yeah, I know. But don’t worry about me in the meantime. I’ve got a lot of work to do, and I’m doing OK. Really.”

“OK, Leo, enough said.”

I couldn’t make Andromeda love Leo, but there was one thing I could do for him. We spent several months creating two additions to our main dome and converting them to farmland.

The Valkyrie’s cargo holds had everything required to set up two smaller domes, and we got to work. We built two airlocks off of the “garden side” of the lawn and arranged rings of the cylinders that contained the rolled up plastic sheets. We carried in the heaters and oxygen tanks and set the old suitcase-bots to work levelling out the ground. In the end, we had two smaller domes that were about 1/8 and 1/12 of the size of the main dome, respectively. Short, enclosed tunnels replaced the airlocks, and you could walk to either of them from the main dome.

Within a year, Leo had the smaller new dome producing endless rows of strawberries. The other one sheltered a lot of different food crops on most of its land, but a quarter of its surface was alive with flowers of every color thriving in neat rows. Everyone loved to pass the time sitting on a bench Leo set up near the flower field.

There were even Monarch butterflies in the mini dome with the flowers. Al had DNA sequences of several insect species from somewhere. Most of them were just pests, but I green lighted cloning the butterflies, and we soon had dozens of them flying about above the flowers. I found them especially fascinating, because they didn’t beat their wings rapidly to stay aloft as they had on Earth. They only had to flap them once in awhile to maintain altitude in the light gravity, and their method of flight reminded me of eagles back home that would ride the thermal currents above a canyon where I grew up, expending energy only rarely as they drifted through the air.

Belle won reelection. I helped with her campaign, but she didn’t need it; her landslide win was even bigger the second time around. She probably could have stayed in power indefinitely, but she only ran twice and then stepped aside for someone else.

More kids were born. All of the younger ones adored Percy. He took over most of the duties at the school when he got older and taught most of their subjects. He was the cool older kid, and they all loved him. He still talked fast, but not quite as fast as he had when he was younger.

Those were happy years. Life on the Potato was comfortable and interesting, and our civilization was growing in interesting ways. But as time passed, I started to think a great deal about a long term problem that we had.

I gathered my eight original kids and Percy together in the hub room one night near the end of Belle’s second term as Primero and talked to them about it.

After dinner, I did the old tap the side of a glass with a knife thing and got their attention. “Hey kids, hey everyone, if I could have a minute.”

Their responses overlapped as they used to when they were little kids. “He’s got something to // quiet down // what is it // what’s next, Daddy // let’s hear it // sshhhhh.”

When I had the floor, I started talking. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the future of the Potato. More specifically, I’ve been thinking about growth. I love that I have so many people to love. I was by myself for a long time, you know, except for Al. And Space Dog.”

When Space Dog heard his name, he gave a single woof from the back of the room and got a laugh.

“I hope we continue to grow. And we actually have a lot of room. We can accommodate a lot more people in the domes. And we may be almost out of pre-made building materials, but we can make more of what we need to build taller buildings in the Dome and even to enclose more space on the Potato and make it livable. We can also create inhabitable space underground, if anyone wants to live that way.

“But eventually, we’ll hit bottlenecks. I’ve had Al work with me on an analysis several times, and we estimate that the Potato can maintain five generations of us comfortably. Maybe six if we really stretch things, but five seems to be the realistic limit if we assume that everyone has an average of two kids.

“With EXTs, we can all expect to live for 5,000 years. And so, the mathematical reality is that eventually, if nothing changes, we will need to space our generations out by a thousand years. That means waiting to have kids for ten centuries, at least on average. And that’s no good.

“People should have children when they are young. Not too young, but when life is still new to them. Raising all of you was one of the two most joyful experiences of my life, but it is hard to imagine raising a new child now, and I’ve barely lived a hundred years if you don’t count the time I spent in the freezer in the medical room.

“I’m going to make a change. It is one that is the right thing for me, but I do not mean to make it a rule, and I do not wish to force it on anybody else directly or indirectly. I only want to set an example of what I believe to be the best path for our future.

“Effective immediately, I am going to stop taking life extension treatments.”

The kids protested for a long time. They all argued against it, and most of them cried. When I could eventually speak again, I told them, “I’m not exiting the stage today or anytime soon. Biologically, I’m thirty-six - that’s the age Annabelle and I were when we started taking EXTs. I can expect to live another fifty or sixty years. I’ll be with you for a long time. But I am going to stick to my decision. I think that it is the best choice for everyone. I know it is the best choice for me.”

They had questions for me long into the night.


Chapter 28

I aged. It was gradual, and it was subtle, but over time I looked different in the mirror.

I started to notice a few white hairs at my temples and in my beard before I shaved in the morning. I had less hair on the crown of my head. I lost at least some muscle tone, and my eyes looked more tired when I didn’t sleep well.

And it wasn’t just my appearance. I got tired more rapidly when I did heavy labor. I could still do everything I had always done, but I had to recover for a longer time afterwards.

I was a curiosity to the younger kids. I was unique among everyone they ever saw in person, and among almost all of the people they saw on the nets. There was a lot they wanted to know, and I was always willing to talk to them. I wanted for aging to seem normal to them, or at least not something to be feared.

Percy seemed to like it the least, and he tried to persuade me to change my mind more than anyone else. I always reminded him what Monsieur Morrel said at the start of The Count of Monte Cristo: “The old must make way for the young, otherwise there would be no promotion.” He admitted that there was reason behind my decision to stop the EXTs, but he still didn’t like it.

The years passed. When he was 42 and she was 28, Percy married one of the Geminis. A couple of years later I became a great grandfather to Sagittarius. I made him a little toy bow and arrow. The constellation Sagittarius was the Archer, after all. He energized me, and he also reaffirmed my decision. The old must make way for the young, I often thought when I saw him.

Before I knew it, I reached the biological age of 60. I could no longer dispute that I was “on the back nine”, as my grandfather used to say. But I was at peace. My family was thriving, and I had done a great deal of good for my fellow man.

I turned most of the bank’s operations over to the kids and settled into a semi retirement. I gained ten pounds. With the prisoner directives deactivated, there was nothing that Al or Mercedes could do to stop me.

I read my Dad’s old King James and explored my beliefs, and I talked to Al about his. Neither of us convinced the other to convert, but we weren’t trying for that. I think we each respected the other’s faith.

“It is good to think about the reasons for existence, Number One,” Al said to me during one of our talks.

I thought about Annabelle a lot. I relived our eleven years together many times, and I did some writing about them. I didn’t share most of it with anyone, but I did let Belle read a few things, and she always seemed to appreciate it.

I had been putting off reading my last letter from Annabelle until a specific date. I got the idea at some point that I should match my timeline up with hers. I calculated that she wrote that last letter 82 years, 11 months, and 15 days after the day of my exile. I wanted to read it 82 years, 11 months, and 15 days after I emerged from cryosleep out here in the void.

I wanted for there to be symmetry. I wanted to read the letter when the same amount of time had subjectively passed for her at the time of writing it and for myself at the time of reading it. I don’t know what I hoped to accomplish by that, but it seemed right, and I circled the day on my calendar.

When the day rolled around, I waited until evening. I dressed in my old college sweatshirt that had come with me in my travel bag which the guy with the moustache placed aboard the Valkyrie at the last minute. I went to the reading room, sat down, and stared at the envelope for a long while. I read the date many times. October 9, 2299. The last day on Earth. I planned to share the letter with Belle the next morning, but I wanted the first reading for myself.

I opened the flap and withdrew the pages. It was time to see how things had ended for Annabelle.

I could see right away that this letter wasn’t like the others. It was not a facsimile of a handwritten document. It was printed text, and there was a cover page. I fanned the edges of the pages out and saw there were three additional pages behind. The cover page read:

**Transcript**

Audio message captured October 9, 2299

Recording started 09:05:15AM

Recording ended 09:08:34AM

Source 323.33.3325.61.7 (Elevator 4)

That was all it said. It looked as if Annabelle had recorded a spoken message about three minutes long, possibly in an elevator somewhere. “OK, OK, OK,” I said aloud.

With a trembling hand, I slowly shifted the cover page behind the others and began to read the first page of the transcript. On that first attempt, I only got through the first nine words. The nine words were: “My Dearest Darling, we are coming to get you!”

“What?!” I whispered. I reread the first line to make sure that I had not hallucinated it, and then I continued.

“Cassie and I reached the mountains two days ago. We were welcomed inside, and we were taken to meet with a man who calls himself the Last King of the West. I do not know his true name. He appears to be running the government from a deep bunker. He remembered you. He supported your campaign long ago. He told me that we would never be in this mess if you had been allowed to win your election. He said he would do anything to repay you for the hope you gave him when he was a young man.

“He offered the Valkyrie-198 to me. He said that it would never be used, now, and that he would be honored if I would take it.

“It was no time to be polite, my love. I took it. The King wished us Godspeed, and we were transported by helicopter to the base of the space elevator. It really does rise all the way up to orbit - Cassie and I are inside, and we are almost at the top now, and I can see the curvature of the earth with my own eyes. When we reach the top, soldiers will escort us to the Valkyrie-198, where a military doctor will put Cassie and then put me into cryosleep for our journey.

“The Last King of the West did not have the codes to recall your Valkyrie, my love, but he was able to access the coordinates in the void to which you have been sent. The Valkyrie-198 will be sent on the same path. We will be about 83 years behind you for almost your entire journey.

“When you awaken and find yourself alone, do not despair! 83 years is a long time, but not forever. We will catch up to you.

“Our command AI will awaken us when we reach the coordinates that you have been sent to, and we will be together again. I have prayed for only that and for Cassie’s wellbeing for these long, long years that we have been apart.

“We are almost at the top. I can see our entire continent stretched out below us like a map. It is beautiful. Cassie, what is that? No. No!!

“Darling, the rocks are falling!! There are circles of fire in three places on the ground, no, six! More!! They are spreading over entire regions!! The madmen have dropped the rocks and they are setting EVERYTHING ON FIRE!!!

I love you, I love you, I love you!! End message!! Transmit!! Transmit!! Tran

The message ended. There was nothing more.

I felt like a wild animal without coherent thoughts and without control of any part of myself.

The only thing I could manage to do was to scream, “Al!!!!!!!”


Chapter 29

Over the next few minutes, Al helped me return to some approximation of my senses, at least to the degree that I could tell him what had been in the letter. But I remained dumb with shock for some time. Al was the one who came up with the plan to search for the Valkyrie-198.

Here was the problem: we weren’t at the coordinates that we had been originally programmed to reach. Not exactly. We had shifted course and started following the Potato, and then we had been riding along on the Potato. Our asteroid was not moving all that rapidly for an asteroid, but we were still about as far from our original target coordinates as Earth is from Saturn.

And another problem: we didn’t have any propellant for the Valkyrie-84. We hadn’t made any, because extracting what we would have needed would have been harsh on the Potato, and there hadn’t seemed to be any particular need to make it.

“What do we do Al we have to find her?!” I asked, a quivering mess of emotions.

“We have communications drones, Number One.”

“What?”

“We have sixteen remaining communications drones on board. I recommend that we send them to our original coordinates. At maximum acceleration, they can reach the area in six point two hours.”

“Do that! We have to find her, Al!”

“I require authorization to launch the drones through the dome, Captain. The drones are small and the dome material will self repair before there is a material loss of oxygen. It is safe.”

“Yes, yes, authorize.”

As soon as I said the word authorize, I heard eight rapid double whoosh sounds as Al launched eight pairs of comm drones on their way. I slumped down on the carpet that showed the hunting scene and read the letter again.

I heard someone bounding up the stairs from the airlock and Percy burst into the reading room. “The Dome!” he said excitedly.

“The damage to the Dome presents no danger,” Al said. “It is currently 68 percent repaired…74…79.”

“Grandpa, you’re ill!”

“No, Percy, not ill. Read this, read this.” I held out the letter and Percy scanned through it quickly.

“Grandpa!!”

“Get Belle. I need Belle.”

Percy ran off immediately.

“Is she alive Al? Could she really be alive?”

“Insufficient data. I cannot calculate the probabilities, Number One. We will know more soon. I have sent the drones in a spread pattern to search the entire region around our original target coordinates. If the Valkyrie-198 is in this region of the void, they will find it.”

“Oh, Al, oh God, can I even hope she’s alive?”

“Valkyrie systems are robust, Number One. Our journey proceeded without incident. There is reason to hope.”

“Daddy!” Belle arrived and crouched down beside me. She cradled my head in her arms and said, “Is it true?”

I handed her the letter. “I was going to share this with you tomorrow, Belle.”

Belle scanned the letter’s contents and folded her arms back around me. I don’t know how long we stayed like that.

The next six hours were the longest of my life. I was manic and nauseous and hopeful and fearful and tense. The rest of my family assembled in the hub room and sat quietly by and kept watch. Al had a graphic on the screen that featured sixteen blips approaching a circle. The blips represented the drones, and the circle represented the coordinates to which, according to Annabelle’s letter, the Valkyrie-198 had been sent.

The drones had fanned out. One was closer to the circle than the rest. After a time, it approached the circle, then overlapped it and passed through it.

“Al?” I said. “Are they there?”

“Drone-1 reports no contact.”

“Al!”

“Remain calm, Number One. Our search has just begun.”

But soon, all of the drones had passed beyond the circle, and none reported sighting a ship or anything else. On the screen, Al zoomed the perspective out to show a wider area.

As the blips moved further and further past the circle, I grabbed a waste basket, held it in front of my face, and vomited. I couldn’t help it.

Belle put her hand on my shoulder and said gently, “It’s OK, Daddy, it’s OK.” Percy handed me a napkin, and I halfheartedly cleaned my face. “Let me get you some water, Grandpa,” he said.

“Contact, Drone-7,” Al said. I looked up, and one of the blips had turned blue. I gasped, and everyone else did as well.

“Incoming video, Drone-7…displaying.”

Al’s graphic disappeared and was replaced by a dark object defined mostly by a handful of white and red lights which rapidly grew in size on the screen and then disappeared.

“Al?”

“Drone-7 confirms high velocity flyby unidentified object analyzing images confirmed analyzing dimensions confirmed analyzing energy signature confirmed confirmed unidentified object is the Valkyrie-198.”

I fainted. I’ll admit I had always thought fainting was just some dramatic invention that only came up in movies, but I must have done it, because there is a gap in my memory there. The next thing I knew, my family was standing around me with concerned looks on their faces. I felt woozy, but assured everyone that I was OK.

They wanted me to go see Mercedes right away, but I refused until they filled me in on what had been happening.

The short of it was that Al had sent several more drones past the Valkyrie-198, and the images they returned showed visible damage to the ship. There were major scorch marks along one side, and the observation dome looked to be smoky and opaque.

One of our drones captured a flashing pattern in one of the Valkyrie-198’s exterior lights. The pattern was a code that the ship used to report that it had no outgoing communications capability. Al believed that they could likely receive incoming messages, because the ship would have flashed a different code to report a loss of all communications.

He put his theory to the test by having the next drone, on its flyby, blast out our coordinates and information about the Potato to the Valkyrie-198.

When yet another drone passed by, Al reported, “Valkyrie-198 vector altered confirmed acceleration altered confirmed new course will intersect with path of the Potato estimated time one point five two standard days.”

I didn’t get it at first, but my family cheered wildly. “Al? What happened? Are they coming here?”

“Yes, Number One.”

“Is she alive? Are they alive?”

“Presence and status of human passengers is unconfirmed, Number One.”

“Oh…”

Now everyone demanded that I report to the medical room, and I let them lead me down to it. Belle stayed with me as Mercedes gave me an IV of something. I started to feel stronger and my thoughts began to seem more in sequence.

My mind churned through unknowns, and unknowns were all I had, because the Valkyrie-198 couldn’t send us any information.

Annabelle and Cassiopeia could be awake and in perfect health and safety, I thought. They could be in cryosleep. They could be revived but existing in dangerous conditions inside a damaged ship. They could have injuries. They also could be gone, or they might not have made it to the ship at all on October 9, 2299. I tried not to think about those last two, but we just simply didn’t know.

Percy must have grasped all of the possibilities right away, because when I returned to the hub room, he was already busy unveiling his rescue plan. He was on center stage, and everyone was listening to his every word. He had sketches on sheets of paper arranged on the big circular table, and he referred to them and added to them as he talked as fast as he ever had in his life.

“We don’t know what they’ll need when they land but there are some things they might need right away if they’re not still in cryosleep and that’s air and heat above everything else. We don’t know if the 198 has a lot or a little or none of that stuff so our priority has to be to surround them with heat and air and that means landing on the strawberry field because it’s covered by the smallest dome and we can reinflate it and reheat it the fastest and sorry to kill all your berries, Leo.”

“I’ll grow ‘em again next year, Percy,” Leo said.

“Right. So I’ve got assignments on these sheets here.

“Team A is going to get into the spacesuits and go outside and build a new airlock and tunnel between the flower dome and the strawberry dome.”

“Team B is going to haul all the heaters from the flower dome to the strawberry dome.”

“Team C is going to build a platform three meters high that can fit through the tunnel between the main dome and the strawberry dome if we turn it sideways. The 198’s airlock door doesn’t look like it’s in good shape and we may need to cut it off and that’s going to be a lot easier if we can stand right next to it and not hop up and down to it.

“Team D is going to get all the cutting tools we have in the cargo hold and learn how to use them if we need them.

“Team E is going to bring all the medical equipment we can lug to just short of the tunnel to the strawberry field.”

“And Team F - that’s just you, Grandpa - you’re going to talk to Annabelle and Cassiopeia. The 198 can hear us, we just can’t hear it, and you’re going to tell them the plan and encourage them and tell them that no matter what problems they may be experiencing on their ship, if they can hold out and stay safe for just a little bit longer then we’ll have them out and safe on the Potato.”

“So, bottom line. They approach. We close the airlocks to the strawberry fields. We have the bubble over the strawberry fields disassemble itself, which vents all the atmosphere in there into space but clears a path for the 198 to land. It lands. We have the bubble reassemble itself over the 198 and we open the two airlocks. They blast air in from the flower fields and the main dome and reinflate the strawberry dome with air, hopefully quickly. The heaters get turned up to max and warm things up. Team C moves the platform in, Team D moves the cutting tools in, and Team E brings in the medical equipment in as soon as we can. We get the 198’s door open by whatever means are necessary and then we’re ready to get inside the ship and help.

“We’ve got a lot to do in a day and a half. Herc, Andromeda, Taurus, you’re with me. Let’s suit up. Everybody else, get moving. Let’s get them out safe.”

After that, I think everyone was in constant motion for the next 36 hours.


Chapter 30

We got everything done. By the time Al reported that the Valkyrie-198 was sixty minutes from landing, everything was in place and there was nothing to do for my exhausted family but wait.

Except for me. I stayed at the station I had manned for most of the last 36 hours and continued to send Annabelle and Cassiopeia reassurance that all would be well if they could survive for another hour. I had no idea if they were hearing me or if my messages were of any help at all, but I kept talking anyway.

Over the last day and a half, I had carried on a one way conversation and filled Annabelle in on everything that had happened over the last 83 years. I told her first that Cassie had a sister. I talked about the Potato and the other children and the grandchildren and the great grandchild. I told her about Al and Mercedes and Space Dog. I told her about how we had worked together to bring down tyrants, and that Belle had been elected to an office far higher than the one we had sought way back when.

I talked about the old days. I told her I loved her. I told her I had only read her final letter two days before, and I told her why. I finished by saying that I had thought her lost for so long that I could scarcely believe that I might hold her again within the hour, and that I was heading out to their landing site now.

Al reported a slight course correction by the Valkyrie-198, and said that his message with the strawberry field’s coordinates must have been received.

“Wish me luck, old friend.”

“Good luck, Number One, my friend.”

I headed out to the tunnel between the main dome and the strawberry dome. Everyone was there. They told me to be strong and to have faith and that it would be OK.

Thirty minutes from touchdown, Orion spotted a light low on the horizon, and we got a short glimpse of the Valkyrie-198’s retro-rockets firing before the ship sunk below the horizon as the Potato rotated on its axis. When it started to rise above the other horizon, the Valkyrie-198’s lights were much brighter, and I could see a faint outline of the ship that grew in size and detail as the vessel approached us.

At five minutes out, I could begin to see the damage to the ship. It was bad. Parts of the hull were dented, and the scorch marks were much more pronounced in person than they had seemed in the video returned by the comm drones.

At one minute to landing, Percy spoke into a small mic on his collar, “Final check confirmed airlock alpha sealed airlock beta sealed blow the strawberry dome, Al.”

The plastic at the peak of the strawberry dome began to separate, and a great blast of oxygen raced out into the vacuum. The leaves of the doomed strawberry plants stirred and pointed upwards in the first significant wind we had ever had on the Potato. “The roof is open, 198 is cleared to land.”

The damaged old bird, identical to my Valkyrie save for the damage, floated down on tiny retro jets and touched down.

“Reseal the strawberry dome!” Percy said. The great sheets of plastic began to knit themselves together above the Valkyrie-198 and Al reported on their progress. When the sections had reassembled themselves 80% of the way together, Percy said, “Open airlock alpha!”

Herc and Andromeda opened the barrier between the flower dome and the strawberry dome, and air rushed through the new opening to fill the near vacuum that surrounded the Valkyrie-198. The plastic sheets above it started to billow upwards.

When Al reported the strawberry dome 95% repaired, Percy said, “Stand back, it’s going to get windy. Opening airlock beta!”

Now oxygen from the main dome rushed through the second opening and helped to reinflate the strawberry dome more quickly.

“Hold,” Percy said. “Hold….hold…hold…” long seconds ticked by, and then Percy said, “OK, all teams in! Bring the platform bring the tools bring the medical equipment!”

A rush of people and equipment passed through the tunnel. I saw Aquarius and Aries set the platform upright by the damaged door, and then, fast as lightning, Leo and Orion and Ursa were atop it with cutting tools.

Orion tried to open the door with its handle but couldn’t budge it, and so the three of them - three of my original kids - went to work on the door’s three heavy hinges.

I held Belle’s hand at the base of the tower that held the platform. I was desperate to jump up and get a closer look, but I knew that I would only get in the way.

I watched and waited and listened to the sounds of metal being cut. No one spoke until Leo cut through his hinge and cried, “Through!” A few seconds later Ursa shouted, “Through!” and then, almost simultaneously, Orion exclaimed, “Through!” as well.

The three of them all grabbed hold of the hinge side of the door and pulled! Pulled! Pulled!!

The door gave with a great gronk and began to come away. With one more great tug they pulled it off its frame altogether. They lost their balance at the same time, and they all fell off of the left side of the platform with the door still in hand and glided toward the surface in a fall that might have been fatal in standard gravity but which was not dangerous here.

“Come on, Daddy!” Belle shouted as she squeezed my hand and jumped. Her leap was mighty, and it pulled us both up to the top of the platform.

“Bring the medical equipment now!!” I shouted over my shoulder. My feet landed on the platform and I pivoted around, ready to charge inside the Valkyrie-198.

Annabelle stood in the doorway.

She was older and lovely and smiling and crying and whole. I crossed the platform in two quick steps and she was in my arms. I pressed my cheek to her temple and sobbed and said, “Annabelle, oh, Annabelle,” over and over again.

When I pulled away just enough to see her face, she had stopped crying. She looked me over and put her hand on my cheek. “You’ve been very busy, Mr. Candidate,” she said, smiling her crooked smile. We shared a laugh for the first time since our brunch on our last morning together on Earth.

“You got my audio yesterday and today?”

“All of it, darling, all of it.”

Annabelle looked over my shoulder and drew in a breath. “Is this Belle? Is this our daughter?” I hadn’t even had time to confirm that it was before Belle bounded over and wrapped the two of us in an embrace. She spun me around a bit, and I stumbled for just a half step and saw that everyone assembled down below was beaming with joy.

Except for Leo. Leo’s mouth was wide open. He gazed straight past me, and he looked as if he had just seen an angel.

“Dad?” A new voice said from behind me. I turned, and for the first time I saw Cassiopeia, a young woman with my eyes and Annabelle’s crooked smile and tears running down her cheeks. I embraced her and said, “You are a beautiful precious child. I love you.”

“Dad,” she sobbed into my shoulder.

Then the four of us joined together and stood with our arms around each other and our foreheads touching, laughing and crying at the same time.

I was an exile. I stood on a platform above the surface of an asteroid shaped like a potato that floated through an endless void while a galaxy that looked like a few smudgy pixels traced a slow path through the skies above.

I held my wife and both of my daughters in my arms, and in my heart I felt things that I had not truly experienced for a long, long time.

I was complete.

I was free.

I was home.

The End of Book 1 of The Voided Man
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Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The countdown display read thirty five seconds.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But then, how will we…”

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

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

I was wrong about that.

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

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

“Assets are not authorized, Shuttle 7.”

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

“There is no President, anymore, Banner.”

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

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

“What was all of that?” I asked.

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

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

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

“I’m…why?”

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

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

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

“Alright,” Mother said.

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

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

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

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

“Alright,” Mother said again, sounding uncertain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Acknowledged,” a voice said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes!” I confirmed.

“Extending tunnel prepare to disembark!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No!!” Mother screamed.

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

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

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

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

Safety shelter warmth go go go!!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then it must be the pods, Cassie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I could just hear Mother whisper, “Authorize.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then the could and the pain and the fear and the lack of oxygen all dissolved away as I mercifully slipped into unconsciousness.

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

My name is Cassiopeia Dawson.

This is my story.
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