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BOOK ONE
 
      
 
 
      
Serengeti
 
      
 
 
    



 
      
1:01 Innocence
 
      
 
 
      
 
        Anderson walked onto the bridge of the 
        Serengeti
         and into darkness. A clear dome stretched out over the command deck, making him feel as though there was nothing between him and the pitch-black void of space. Standing at the railing, he looked out at the universe.
      
 
      
 
        At the speed the 
        Serengeti
         was traveling, the aberration of light played tricks on his eyes, tricks on his mind. The 
        Serengeti
         was north of one of the spiral arms of the galaxy. The craft had risen up out of the galactic plane and into the dark intergalactic void, and yet the Milky Way appeared in front of the craft, not below and behind it. Rather than departing from the Milky Way, the 
        Serengeti
         seemed to be approaching a skewed, squished, distorted image of the galaxy.
      
 
      
 
        The artificial warp field surrounding the 
        Serengeti
         was transparent to visible light, allowing Anderson a spectacular view. The field distorted space around the 
        Serengeti
        , allowing the craft to reach a relative velocity of just over ninety-nine percent of the speed of light. But, as Einstein first observed, the speed of light was not so gracious as to concede even the most minuscule variation, and so the photons emanating from hundreds of billions of stars in and around the Milky Way still raced ahead of the 
        Serengeti
         at over a hundred and eighty-six thousand miles a second, each and every second. The 
        Serengeti’s
         speed, relative to the galaxy, meant the light from these stars was warped and distorted in a surreal confirmation of General Relativity.
      
 
      
 
        Like rain falling on the windscreen of an airplane, light appeared to rush at the 
        Serengeti
        . The light twisted around so the stars behind the Serengeti appeared in front of the quarter-mile long spacecraft. It was as though the Milky Way had been imaged with a fisheye lens. Billions of stars making up the core and the spiral arms of the galaxy appeared compacted together, locked into the perfect shape of a ring. It was a blinding light of concentrated, lethal cosmic radiation, dimmed to natural levels by the 
        Serengeti's
         electromagnetic shielding.
      
 
      
Anderson never tired of the sight. Even though the universe appeared compressed and scrunched in front of the craft, the reality of seeing such a dazzling array of stars was breathtaking, something not to be taken for granted. 
 
      
 
        Most of the visible universe, including the Milky Way, had shrunk. Instead of surrounding the spacecraft, the stars appeared to be reduced into a cone spanning some 30 degrees directly in front of the ship rather than 360 degrees all around the craft. The universe looked as though it had been squished and flattened like a pancake. Outside of the fiery ring, what few stars there were lay almost directly behind the 
        Serengeti
        , including the Sun, smeared and stretched in the side view, their light having been distorted by the 
        Serengeti's
         blistering speed. Somewhere, in one of those faint smudges, was Earth, long since rendered invisible by the surreal distances involved in relativistic travel. 
      
 
      
 
        “Lewis Carroll’s got nothing on the 
        Serengeti
        ,” Anderson mumbled to himself, thinking about Alice in Wonderland and its topsy turvy world with talking rabbits and vanishing cats. Fiction was a pale imitation of reality.
      
 
      
 
        The command deck on the 
        Serengeti
         was vast, capable of seating over fifty of the crew, even though daily operations required fewer than ten. The vast dome gave Anderson the impression the compressed ring of the galaxy spanned at least a hundred feet above him. 
      
 
      
In the quiet of night, he leaned back on a desk, looking up at the universe, taking in all its glory. The protoplastic desk responded smoothly, with an artificial intelligence that had surrounded Anderson his entire life. It transformed from a hard surface into a couch and reclined according to the suggestive impulses of the muscles in his arms, back and buttocks, adjusting automatically to the angle he desired. The holographic projection points, fiber-optic interfaces and controls on the desk sank out of sight. They would return when he stood and walked away. 
 
      
The view Anderson had was bizarre. It was counter-intuitive. But then, Anderson thought, everything about the theory of relativity ran against common experience. The Milky Way, the galaxy they had left behind so long ago, still appeared before them as though it were some demon they could never escape. The stars stretched out, skewed and compacted into a circle, a brilliant halo of stars winding around the black void of intergalactic space in the middle. It never ceased to amaze Anderson that there was a mass of two hundred billion stars splattered and compressed into that hollow, glowing ring. And in the midst of the black void, slightly off-center, lay their target, a faint smudge that marked the Andromeda galaxy. Off-center because their course accounted for where Andromeda would be when they arrived in several thousand years time. Anderson would be dead long before then, and yet his genetic line would still remain. 
 
      
 
        On one side of the galactic halo, a dense smattering of golden-yellow stars blended together, merging into a continuous arc that marked the visually flattened galactic core  of the Milky Way. The heart of the galaxy was a hub of over fifty million stars compacted together in a vast cloud of superheated interstellar gas. On the other side of the ring, cooler, newer stars on the fringes of the spiral arms glowed in a soft blue. They appeared dense, forced into the glowing halo by the 
        Serengeti’s
         relative velocity. These stars were among the most distant and wide spread in the Milky Way.
      
 
      
Anderson was middle-aged. His first fifty-five years had been kind. With good health and exercise, he could expect to reach a hundred and forty, but there was a limit to what bio-tech could do beyond that. Even with advanced nano-bots, biological rejuvenation could stretch only so far. Like all machines, the human body eventually wore out.
 
      
 
        Anderson ran his hand through the silver strands of hair on his head. He'd long since resigned himself to growing old gracefully. His Eurasian complexion reflected the racial dominance of the 23rd century in which the 
        Serengeti
         had been launched, but race meant nothing in interstellar space. Ethnic differences were meaningless after a thousand years plowing through the void. 
      
 
      
Ever since he’d hatched at the age of twenty, Anderson had marveled at the sheer majesty of the artificial view above the bridge. And yet, even at such radical relativistic speeds, he knew the frozen image he saw would take decades for the slightest change to appear. The universe was so vast as to defy reason. The distances were so immense that a lifetime of travel at almost the speed of light would barely make any perceptible difference at all.
 
      
In the darkness, his mind could rest. 
 
      
In the darkness, there were no demands on his time. 
 
      
He thought about his conversations during the day. The halo of the galaxy he’d long since left behind glowed above him, bathing him in its soft light. His eyes wandered as his thoughts drifted aimlessly, thinking about a conflict that afternoon. An argument with Dr. Phillips replayed in his head, and he found himself struggling to clear his thoughts.
 
      
“Stop thinking like a damned robot,” Phillips had snapped. With her grey hair pulled tight into a ponytail and soft wrinkles in her skin, Phillips carried herself with an air of authority. “We're out here to observe, so let's drop our speed and take a look around.”
 
      
Anderson didn't like being pushed into a decision. His natural reaction was to be defensive. “We're between scheduled drops. There's no need to slow our ascent.” 
 
      
“You're as stubborn as a mule!” Phillips yelled at him.
 
      
That the argument had erupted in front of Chief Engineer Berry and several other senior offices had put Anderson on the defensive. Phillips had done that on purpose, Anderson thought. She’d backed him into a corner, knowing the commander would have to be judicious about what he said in front of his crew. 
 
      
Anderson felt the muscles in his arms and chest tightening at the thought of the argument. He'd come up to the bridge in the quiet of night to clear his thinking, to put aside any feeling of animosity and retain his professionalism and pride. Human nature, it seemed, was not so accommodating, and he found his mind replaying words spoken in anger. 
 
      
Was Phillips right? Was that why Anderson resented her argument?
 
      
Phillips hadn’t been content to let her point lie. 
 
      
“If they didn’t want us to take the initiative, they would have automated the entire goddamn ship. They want us to think for ourselves. But you, you’re a stickler for the rules. If it isn’t spelled out in black and white you won’t entertain an alternative. You’re too anal!”
 
      
That had pissed Anderson off. It was one thing to have a healthy debate. It was another to hurl personal insults, and such dissent should have been conducted in private, not in front of the crew. 
 
      
I should have ordered her from the bridge, Anderson thought. I should have asked for her resignation. I should have told her she had no right to question my commitment to the mission. His mind demanded retorts. His pride was wounded. Although Anderson knew how foolish it was to recycle such anguish with hypothetical replies, his mind was drawn to the argument like iron to a magnet. His knuckles were white as he gripped the edge of the lounge-like form of the transmorphic table. 
 
      
Anderson hated conflict. As he sat there, bathed in the light of billions of suns stretched out across billions of different years, the stars put his petty arguments in perspective. They didn’t care. Regardless of the blood pumping through his veins and the shot of adrenalin wiring him like one too many espressos, the stars remained at peace.
 
      
Maybe Dr. Phillips was right. 
 
      
 
        In the artificial cool of the evening, Anderson was willing to concede that. Mission protocols allowed for the 
        Serengeti
         to slow down and perform an observation drop once every five years, but the antimatter core powering the 
        Serengeti
         would sustain tens of thousands of drops, not just the few thousand planned by mission control. The only factor open to consideration was distance. By reducing their speed to perform additional observations, they'd cover less space-time. 
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Serengeti 
         could shed speed far quicker than she could gain it against the bow-pressure of the interstellar medium. Depending on how far back they dropped, it could take months to get up to speed again. But the times and distances involved were such that even this was largely academic, being immaterial to the overall duration of a project measured in thousands of years. 
      
 
      
Phillips was dying. 
 
      
She hadn't said anything to anyone, but as commander, Anderson had peered into her medical files. Phillips hadn't brought a replacement online yet, but, at a hundred and twenty seven, she probably wouldn't see out another year. She wanted to see the galaxy one last time as it was, to enjoy the majestic view of the galactic core, to appreciate the beauty of the universe without the distortion of relativity.
 
      
Anderson sighed. As much as he hated to admit it, he’d brought the argument on himself. Damn the rules, he thought. He should have been more considerate.  
 
      
Dr. Phillips was a brilliant physician. The age difference between them had meant she was more like a mentor to him than a subordinate, more of a mother than his second-in-command. Perhaps that's what he resented. And she wasn't afraid to challenge his authority if his ego got in the way of his decision-making. Love her or hate her, Phillips had earned his respect, so why not drop out of near-luminal speed? Because it wasn't in the mission profile? Or was his decision out of spite? Or was it more practical? He'd told himself he couldn't do this for everyone. He didn’t want to set a precedent. And yet deep down he knew his motives were personal. Anderson hated himself for that. Beneath the faint light of the stars, he could see the darkness for what it was, a mirror of his own soul. 
 
      
For Phillips, this would be her last opportunity to bathe in the light of the Milky Way. With all she'd done for the crew, she deserved it. He could do that for her, he decided. 
 
      
Almost instantly, his muscles relaxed. The angst that had eaten away at his mind faded into obscurity. Some men might struggle to swallow their pride, but for Anderson such an act brought relief rather than anguish. 
 
      
Anderson’s eyes drifted as his mind ran to a multitude of thoughts. He began thinking about the processes he'd have to put in place to conduct a drop in the morning. Technically, the maneuver was automated. In practice, it was good to have engineering on standby. 
 
      
His eyes were drawn to the light of the stars, and he couldn't help think about how this one simple act had driven civilization. The wonder and awe of the heavens had propelled humanity out of the Stone Age. The pyramids of Egypt, the sphinx, the zodiac, Stonehenge, the cave drawings throughout Asia, the ziggurats of Mesopotamia, they were all the result of humanity's desire to reach of the stars, and now here he was soaring among them.    
 
      
 
        In the distance, the Local Group of galaxies appeared as little more than a blur against the infinite darkness. Even this far above the galactic plane, Andromeda still sat some two and a half million light years away. With over a trillion stars, it made the Milky Way seem small by comparison, and that made Andromeda the ideal candidate for the 
        Serengeti
         project. It was the most likely galaxy within the Local Group to contain intelligent life.
      
 
      
“Coffee. Brazilian. White with one sugar and just a hint of crushed vanilla bean.”
 
      
The molecular constructor on the console some five feet away whirred softly to life, responding to his verbal command. A series of backlit controls glowed. The smell of freshly ground, oven-roasted coffee beans wafted through the air. With a quiet chirp, the faceplate opened, revealing a newly formed ceramic mug. Steam rose up from the rim.
 
      
Anderson got up to fetch his coffee. 
 
      
The nav-desk held its shape, waiting to see if it was still needed in its present function. He knew the intelligence circuits would be analyzing his motion. Given the absence of the crew on the bridge, and the lack of mission activity at the other consoles, the desk would probably remain as it was. Anderson loved the way machines thought, always trying to second-guess humans. For the most part, they got it right. It was supposed to be seamless, autonomous, something that happened in the background without anyone noticing, without being a distraction. Machines should be seen, not heard, was the slogan. But the slight ripple as the machine made its decision revealed its intelligence circuits at work, and that brought a smiled to Anderson's face.
 
      
Anderson breathed deeply, savoring the rich aroma as he lifted the coffee mug to his lips. The soft lights on the molecular constructor faded as the machine shut down, leaving him alone in the darkness again.
 
      
Anderson sipped his coffee as he stared out at the universe, lost in thought. He was glad he’d worked that whole scenario out and arrived at a decision. It felt good to have the emotional weight of the argument lift from him. He’d tell Phillips quietly, he decided, and back down to 75% of the speed of light in the morning. The crew would know she’d won, but he also knew they’d respect him all the more for being mature enough to admit his own mistakes. Leadership was never easy. 
 
      
He leaned back on the nav-desk and to ensure his comfort and safety with a hot liquid the desk's intelligence circuits caused the surface to adjust into a firm chair. 
 
      
 
        Beyond the halo of compressed stars bunched up in front of the 
        Serengeti
         lay a black void. Faint streaks of light stretched back behind the craft in razor-thin lines, cutting through the void in a stark testament to the accuracy of Einstein’s predictions.
      
 
      
To Anderson, the darkness seemed to stretch on into eternity. He felt like a shadow, just the outline of a person, a fraction of an individual. Even with the ship’s inertia drive mimicking the pull of gravity, it was as though he were floating in the void. Tonight, he was part of a larger, more grand living entity, the universe as a whole. And within the universe, the petty differences in the command of a generation ship paled into insignificance. 
 
      
By day, the bridge was a hive of activity. The light from the wall panels and command consoles overwhelmed the subtle wonder shining in front of them. The activity on the bridge and the daily concern over the ship’s vital functions all seemed so important, but they were trivial compared to the majesty of the heavens. Even though the distorted ring of the galaxy was still visible in the artificial daylight, the muted tones caused it to fade into the background. In the quiet, dark night, though, the stars displayed a brilliance all of their own.
 
      
Anderson wrapped his hands around his mug, warming them. 
 
      
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something move. Someone was creeping below one of the desks, trying not to be seen. Anderson stood and walked to the far side of the bridge. The nav-desk retained its shape.
 
      
“Hello,” he said, more curious than afraid. There was nothing to fear in his artificial world.
 
      
No answer.
 
      
Anderson walked over softly, the rubberized soles on his shoes barely making any noise on the cold, hard floor. He came around the side of the maintenance console and saw a young woman sitting with her back against the wall. She cuddled a cat, a black-haired Burmese with a rainbow-colored collar. It was Berry's cat, and normally it didn't stray too far from the exceptionally bright engineer's side. 
 
      
“Hey,” Anderson said, reaching out his hand and offering her some help to get up. “I recognize your friend. She's a beauty, isn’t she? And you're Diana, right?”
 
      
Deep in the recesses of his mind, Anderson remembered Diana as more than one of the crew, but that was another Anderson, another lifetime. 
 
      
“Diana-9,” the young lady replied, putting the cat down as she took his hand and stood. 
 
      
“Ah,” Anderson said, thinking for a moment. He’d heard about her. Diana-8 had a congenital defect that resulted in a brain tumor that had gone unnoticed until it was too late. Dr. Phillips had issued a general notice about bringing a new Diana online a couple of months ago, but Anderson hadn’t thought that much about it until now. 
 
      
 
        Diana was one of the medical staff, a nurse, if he remembered correctly, and not someone Anderson normally saw on the bridge. There had been some history between them, but he was an eight. Any history must have been with the fours or fives, or perhaps even the ones, he wasn't too sure, his recollection was vague. With a crew of just over four hundred, the 
        Serengeti
         was small by interstellar standards, but large enough to cover the basics of a mobile colony.
      
 
      
“Well, it’s nice to meet you Diana-9. I’m Commander Anderson. Anderson-8.”
 
      
Diana lowered her head as she stood. She blushed a little and looked around awkwardly without saying anything before turning to leave. 
 
      
“No, please. Don’t go... I’m curious. How long have you been up here?”
 
      
“A couple of hours, I guess,” she replied sheepishly, shrugging her shoulders. 
 
      
Diana was beautiful. Fresh clones always were, especially when they first came out of the growth pods. Her skin was smooth, unspoiled by the inevitable signs of aging. Her dark hair looked almost black in the soft light. Like Dr. Phillips, she had it pulled back into a ponytail. Her bangs brushed just above her glistening dark eyes.
 
      
Anderson looked at his watch. It was after one in the morning. 
 
      
“You’ve been up here for a couple of hours,” he repeated back to her, somewhat surprised Diana hadn't become bored with the static view. “Don’t you find it lonely up here? Boring?”
 
      
“I find it peaceful.”
 
      
Her response seemed almost robotic. He wanted her to say more, but he found it difficult to draw the words out of her, probably because she was still assimilating life. Anderson couldn’t remember exactly what it felt like so many decades ago, but he did remember a general sense of bewilderment, being overwhelmed by even little things, like flowers in the garden, or a spider in the atrium.
 
      
 
        It was unnerving to awaken suddenly one day, a fully grown, conscious human being. To open your eyes and suddenly have life thrust upon you as an adult was scary. Ordinarily, 
        Homo sapiens
         had the luxury of growing in awareness from their childhood, through their teens and into adulthood, but for the crew of the 
        Serengeti
        , conscious awareness was an explosion out of darkness, life radiating forth like the birth of a star. 
        Homo sapiens replicus 
        was the scientific term, but that never satisfied Anderson. Right or wrong, he thought of himself as human.
      
 
      
“I come up here most nights,” he said, turning and walking back, away from the elevator doors at the rear of the bridge. He continued speaking as he walked out under the clear dome. “Normally, not this late, but I find it peaceful, too.”
 
      
Diana stood still.
 
      
“Life’s funny, isn’t it?” Anderson continued. “Here we are, surrounded by the majestic glory of billions of years of galactic evolution. We’re surrounded by an intricate cosmic ballet, and yet we appreciate its beauty for what, in comparison, is just a fraction of a second. Like a mayfly, we're set free in the universe but for a day, we're overwhelmed with the color and diversity of an ecosystem we can never fully comprehend. Like a mayfly, we see but one sunrise, one sunset.”
 
      
He turned to her, beckoning her to come closer. “How much have they told you?”
 
      
Diana walked forward slowly, hesitantly. “I have the standard implants,” she replied. “A full set of personal and historical indices and the advanced medical pack.”
 
      
“How does that feel?”
 
      
It was a loaded question. Anderson knew how it felt, but for him, it was so long ago. He wanted to feel young again and, somehow, the thought of fresh memories, memories that had never been earned, signaled his own youth restored. 
 
      
“It feels strange,” Diana said, walking softly toward him.
 
      
“Yeah, you know all this stuff. You just know it instinctively. You don’t know how you know it or why. It’s just there, ready to be called upon whenever you need it, like a long-lost dream.”
 
      
Diana was silent.
 
      
“Does it bother you?” he asked.
 
      
“Yes,” she replied, looking him in the eye. “Does it bother you?”
 
      
Anderson smiled. “It used to.”
 
      
It felt good to be honest. Diana was frank, and Anderson found that refreshing. She hadn’t learned to be socially polite and guarded yet, protective of her true thoughts and feelings. She was a little nervous around him, he could see that, and yet she had no hesitation about speaking openly, without regard to his rank. He found her presence invigorating, refreshing.
 
      
It surprised Anderson to realize how much he enjoyed having someone to talk to in the quiet of the night. In some ways, it was therapeutic. It was a welcome alternative to the normal conversations of a day, discussions around refit duties and mission priorities, or arguments over construction assignments and containment issues.
 
      
The latest problem was to do with metal fatigue in the sewage treatment plant. It seemed hardly worthy of the attention of a starship captain. And yet, although the ship was largely autonomous, Anderson knew nothing lasts forever. Most of his time was spent regenerating components in what seemed like a perpetual maintenance cycle.
 
      
“What bothers you?” he asked, leaning back and raising himself up on the edge of the nav-desk. The desk sensed the conversation and adjusted its angle accordingly, finding a midway point that allowed Anderson to talk with Diana while still providing him with a view of the stars above. 
 
      
Diana walked forward gracefully. Her gym t-shirt and shorts revealed her smooth skin. The soft curves of her body were accentuated in the dim light. Anderson found himself struck by her natural grace and beauty.
 
      
“I don't feel real. I feel like a thing, not a person. Am I just another mechanical tool on this ship? Something to be used and discarded?”
 
      
Anderson was silent.
 
      
“Am I a spare part? Something that’s been pulled off the shelf for a biological repair rather than a metal cog or a rubber seal? Is that life? Is that all our lives really are?”
 
      
Anderson listened carefully. She’d obviously been thinking about this for some time and needed to get it out of her system. In some ways, he thought, that’s what he needed too. Not more advice, not more opinions or suggestions, just to be heard, just to verbalize a problem and work through it for himself. She needed a sounding board, someone to listen, not to judge. Tonight, Anderson would be that for her.
 
      
Diana walked around in front of him, brushing her hand playfully against his leg. Her soft fingers ran over his knee and along his thigh without any inhibition. She stared out at the dark universe beyond the dome, her fingers lingering on his leg. 
 
      
Anderson was aroused. It wasn't intentional on either his part or hers, it was the innocence in her touch. 
 
      
“I mean, we’re out here looking for life,” she continued, oblivious to the sensual nature of her touch. “And yet we’re not really alive ourselves. We’re just copies, clones, replicas of life that existed hundreds of years ago. Any life we originally had is now long dead.”
 
      
Anderson sipped his coffee, pretending to listen objectively when he was struck by her presence. It felt good to be touched. For her, it was exploratory. He understood that. She was still in the process of learning to assimilate information with all of her senses. For a newborn, words alone were never enough.
 
      
“I just want to feel alive,” she said, her hand brushing against his as she sat up on the desk next to him. The nav-desk responded seamlessly, forming a second seat next to the commander. She moved closer, and the desk adjusted accordingly, melding into a broad bench seat for them to lean against.
 
      
With childlike curiosity, Diana played with the soft hair on the back of his hand. “I just want to know there’s some purpose to my life. I know it sounds silly, but I want to be me. I don’t want to be Diana-9, soon to be replaced by Diana-10, just another replicant, just another intermediary step on the stairway, just another name or a number. I want to feel alive. I want to live free.”
 
      
She breathed deeply, her breasts rising and falling with a sigh. Anderson swallowed, hiding his conflicted feelings.
 
      
“We’re looking for life,” she continued, turning and looking into his eyes. “But we’re looking in the wrong place. We’re looking for life out there somewhere when the life we should find is all around us. We’re looking for something to tell us life is important when we should know that already.”
 
      
Anderson sipped his coffee again. Only this time it was a defense mechanism. It allowed him to avoid speaking, to gather his thoughts, to align his feelings with his sense of duty. He felt uncomfortable with how open and forceful Diana was. The coffee had cooled, allowing him to take a long sip.
 
      
Diana was silent. She had said her piece. Her eyes dropped. Anderson could see she wanted to know what he thought. After all, he’d invited her to join him, he’d asked her what was on her mind. He couldn’t simply ignore what she’d said and how she’d questioned the mission. After a few awkward seconds, Anderson thought of something that might help both of them. He asked her a question.
 
      
“Would you like to know where the exact center of the universe is?”
 
      
From her reaction, the question took her off guard. She turned sideways, looking him in the eye again. His response to her feelings had surprised her. She had clearly expected a more sympathetic answer. She hadn't expected such a sterile, technical reply about the spatial coordinates of the Big Bang. It must have seemed completely off topic, but he thought she'd appreciate where he was leading her.  
 
      
“Sure,” she said, but there was reluctance in her voice.
 
      
Anderson reached out and touched her gently in the center of her chest, just above the sternum, tapping his finger softly as he said, “It’s right here.”
 
      
His finger lingered for a second before his hand fell back to the soft bench they were sitting upon.
 
      
She smiled.
 
      
“You see,” he continued, “it is not the universe or our quest to find intelligent life that gives purpose and meaning to our lives. Rather the opposite is true. We give meaning to the universe. To be conscious, to be alive and self-aware, to appreciate the brilliance of this majestic universe, is to appreciate life itself.
 
      
“There’s no central point from which the Big Bang emanated, rather it's true to say, it happened everywhere. 
 
      
“And yet, in your own way, you are the center of the universe. From your perspective, all of this, the trillions upon trillions of astonishingly massive stars that surround us, they all revolve around you, and that’s not just an illusion of perspective. 
 
      
“Without us, there is no meaning to any of this. And that’s why we’re out here looking for intelligent life, because life gives meaning to ordinary molecules. 
 
      
“Without intelligence, all of this is meaningless, it’s just a bunch of compact hydrogen and helium atoms undergoing gravity-induced nuclear fusion. With intelligence, this is a universe of infinite possibility.”
 
      
Anderson shifted his weight. His fingers gently touched hers as he glanced up at the stars. The nav-desk shifted smoothly in response, affording them a better view. Diana squeezed his hand. He enjoyed the contrast of her warmth over the cool desk top. Her soft fingers ran gently over his hand, feeling his wrist, gliding over the muscles and bones and toying with the hair on his forearm. He smiled.
 
      
It was difficult for her, he knew that. It was difficult to be a child in an adult’s body, to want to feel alive, to want to feel loved. There was nothing sexual about her touch, regardless of what he felt, and that knowledge helped him keep his own feelings in check. It would be a while before she would understand her own feelings. This was simply the kindness of a father and a child being played out between two clones from different generations. Anderson knew that, and he fought not to read any more into her touch than that. This was the kindness of a family neither of them had ever known.
 
      
“I remember things,” Diana began. “I remember places on Earth. It’s as though I was there just yesterday. I feel as though I’ve walked barefoot on the soft sands of a beach, hiked up a mountain in the fresh snow, and strolled through a redwood forest after the summer rains have cleared. The smell in the air, the warmth of the sun, the soft breeze on my cheeks, they all seem so real and yet I’ve never been off this ship. They’re not my memories, they’re hers.”
 
      
“She gave them to you. They’re a gift.”
 
      
“A gift or a curse?” Diana asked. “She’s shown me all that I will never enjoy, all I can never have. I realize Diana One had her reasons for signing up for the mission. But I’m not her. I’m not the same woman. I may look the same, sound the same, but I’m me, I’m not her.”
 
      
Diana fought back tears as she spoke. 
 
      
“Why did she do that? Why did she give up her life? Why did she abandon Earth on a quest she knew she would never personally fulfill? A mission she knew would take thousands of years. Why would she undertake something like this, something that would cut off her contact with the real world? And all the while knowing she’d never live to see the results? She knew she’d never see either success or failure, so why do it? All I can think is, it’s because she...”
 
      
Diana paused, struggling to find the words.
 
      
Anderson filled in the blanks for her, saying, “Because she believed. She believed in the mission and its importance.”
 
      
“Or she was crazy,” added Diana, laughing. “She had to be!”
 
      
“Or extraordinarily brave.”
 
      
Diana interlocked her fingers over his. As she spoke, her passion flowed through her words. Her fingers flexed with excitement.
 
      
“I wouldn’t have chosen this. I know it sounds crazy, contradictory, but I wouldn't have. Perhaps that’s what bugs me most. Because, if she hadn’t chosen this, I wouldn’t be here. I would have never existed, but here I am. And yet, this is not my choice. I have no control over my own life, and that scares me.”
 
      
“No one does,” Anderson replied. It was a frank admission from the commander of a starship, from someone who wielded control over hundreds of lives. “And anyone who thinks they do is fooling themselves.”
 
      
Anderson sipped his cold coffee before continuing.  
 
      
“Life is not something to be feared, it is to be embraced.”
 
      
Starlight glistened in her eyes.
 
      
“To even be in existence scares me,” she said. “My mind is alive with possibilities, excited by life and yet afraid of death, excited to feel the warmth of the light, but afraid of the cold darkness.”
 
      
She paused. Anderson knew she wasn't finished, that she was working through a train of thought, so he listened intently.
 
      
“I guess that’s what draws me here to the bridge at night. The darkness teases and torments me, and I can’t fight back. All I can do is try to understand. I can't rage against it, I can't. And so I am resigned to try to comprehend.”
 
      
“You’re here by choice,” Anderson said softly, trying to console her. “You’re here by design. Natural humans are, for the most part, conceived haphazardly by accident, but you, you are special. You’re a part of the greatest quest in the history of mankind, the search for intelligent extraterrestrial life.”
 
      
She squeezed his hand as he spoke.
 
      
“To be afraid is to be human. It means you think, you feel, you value life. I know it sounds strange, but don't be afraid of fear.”
 
      
He put down his coffee cup before continuing.
 
      
“Fear is simply the recognition of how precious life really is. It means you value what you have and you want to preserve it. That’s natural. And you’re doing the right thing. You’re not ignoring it or pretending those feelings aren't real, you’re facing that fear with courage.”
 
      
In the soft light, she looked beautiful. Her face radiated with a smile. Somewhere, deep in his mind, Anderson remembered that smile. He remembered touching her face gently with his hands, kissing her lips, but that was in a past generation. He held his nerve. To honor that memory, he chose to protect her innocence, to maintain his integrity. Perhaps, he thought, in another generation their paths would cross without a gap of twenty-five years.
 
      
“I have no doubt we’ll detect intelligent life,” he said. “The only question I have is whether there will be anyone back there on Earth to receive our signal.”
 
      
“Why?” Diana asked. “Where would they go?”
 
      
“It’s not so much where they would go, but whether mankind still exists.”
 
      
“Really?” Diana replied, surprised by the concept.
 
      
“Sure. It took well over three billion years for intelligent life to develop on Earth, and yet it has  been only ten thousand years since civilization emerged. It's been just a few millennia since our self-aware, conscious intelligence emerged as an intellect in its own right. A flame that flares up so quickly can be snuffed out in an instant.”
 
      
Anderson scratched the stubble on his chin as he spoke.
 
      
“The numbers are deceiving. Six thousand as a proportion of three billion is something ridiculously low, something like two ten-thousandths of one percent. It’s so ridiculously low that, under normal conditions, you’d round it down to zero, and yet that’s civilization, that’s everything that is modern life wrapped up in a fraction of time that barely registers at all on a galactic scale.”
 
      
“So you think they’re dead?” Diana asked, still somewhat taken aback by the possibility.
 
      
“It’s possible. We’ve been hurtling through the interstellar vacuum for well over eleven hundred years. We’re eight hundred light years from Earth, almost a hundred light years beyond the galactic plane, right on the cusp of the galactic magnetosphere. We’re riding the bow shock thrown up as the Milky Way plows through the heavens, but, even when we account for our time spent in acceleration, the time dilation effect means at least two and a half thousand years have passed back on Earth.”
 
      
Diana’s eyes widened visibly. For her, a month must have seemed like an eternity, let alone a year. Two and a half thousand years would have been inconceivable.
 
      
“Yeah,” Anderson said, seeing the expression on her face. “A lot can change in two thousand years. In that time, mankind went from the Greek astronomer Seleucus staring at the moon, wondering about the tides, to Neil Armstrong walking upon the lunar surface. 
 
      
“Two millennia is long enough for entire civilizations to rise from obscurity and then fall without a trace. Societies ebb and surge. Entire cultures would have transformed beyond recognition during this time. I’d be surprised if they even speak English anymore. It's probably considered one of the classical languages by now.
 
      
“We’re talking about such a vast duration of time that there are probably significant physical, and even biological differences between us and them. In the time of Christ, Roman soldiers were a shade over five feet in height. By the twenty first century, the average European male was over six feet tall, so these kind of physical attributes have probably continued to drift further again. 
 
      
 
        “As it was when we left, the Martian colonies were already displaying elongated limbs and resilience to radiation. When the 
        Serengeti
         departed, colonies were planned for Vega, Groombridge 1618 and Teegarden's star. After two thousand years, the human race could very well have split into different galactic locations, and may be on track to split into separate species given enough time.”
      
 
      
Diana's eyes were open wide, dilated in the soft light. Anderson tried not to be distracted by her beauty.
 
      
 
        “If they haven’t wiped each other out in an interplanetary battle or an interstellar war, the technological differences between us and them would be tectonic. The era in which the 
        Serengeti
         was launched would seem like ancient antiquity to anyone alive on Earth today.”
      
 
      
Diana said, “That's kinda scary, kinda exciting.” 
 
      
Anderson smiled. He could see the astonishment in her eyes. 
 
      
“Hearing from us is going to be like hearing a voice from the ancient Greeks. It would be like talking to Aristarchus of Samos about his heliocentric theories, or discovering a manuscript written by the Roman astronomer Ptolemy. And yet, like us, they have not been able to breach the speed of light.”
 
      
“How do you know that?”
 
      
“Well,” Anderson continued. “They haven’t overtaken us. If they had developed a faster-than-light drive, they would have beaten us to the halo point and would have already stepped out beyond the bounds of the Milky Way into the thin intergalactic plasma. That is, of course, if they’re still concerned about finding other forms of intelligent life.
 
      
“For all we know, civilization could have collapsed and receded into a more primitive state following some kind of apocalyptic war or global famine, a second Dark Age. Honestly, we have no idea. All we know is that they’re not in the same state we left them. For better or worse, they’ve moved on over the horizon.”
 
      
Diana shone. It was invigorating to talk to her so openly, so freely. Anderson felt strangely close to her, as though he'd found a long-lost friend. 
 
      
“Do you really think there’s life in outer space?” she asked, moving closer, her leg brushing gently up against his. He could see she felt comfortable, natural around him. 
 
      
Anderson leaned back and the nav-desk adjusted accordingly. Diana lay up against him gently, staring up at the stars. The warmth of her body felt good.
 
      
“It’s a question that’s already been answered,” he replied softly, his voice almost as faint as the ambient light. “We already know with certainty that there is life in outer space.”
 
      
“Really?” she replied. That got her attention. She sat up abruptly, turning toward him in surprise.
 
      
“Sure,” he continued. “Where do you think Earth is?”
 
      
 
        Diana laughed. Her teeth glistened in the soft light. She pushed him playfully, punching him tenderly on the shoulder. “Oh, of course, but, you know what I mean. Is there any 
        other
         life in outer space?”
      
 
      
“Well, if it happened once, why can’t it happen again? If it happened there, why can’t it happen anywhere, everywhere?”
 
      
“But it doesn’t,” she replied. “It would be nice if it were that simple, but it’s not, is it?”
 
      
“Maybe it is. Maybe life is everywhere, it’s just that we can’t see it.”
 
      
“I don’t understand,” she said. 
 
      
Anderson’s coffee was cold, but he sipped it anyway. 
 
      
“We tend to oversimplify things. We think in terms of black and white. And we tend to see things from only one vantage point—our own. So we’ve looked at Earth as though it were something special, something unique, a single point for the origin of life. We don’t see Earth for what it actually is. We don’t see it as the third minor planet in orbit around an average star roughly three-quarters of the way from the center of a modest-sized galaxy, and yet that’s all it is.
 
      
“If we compare Earth with Venus, Mars or Titan, it seems rather obvious that Earth is unique, but it isn’t, or at least, it wasn’t. Life arose on Earth when it was hellish. 
 
      
“You see, we've got it all backwards. It's not that Earth was special and so life thrived. On the contrary, life transformed a barren, noxious, poisonous wasteland into paradise. There have been times when Earth was as blisteringly hot as Venus and as cold and desolate as Mars, and yet over billions of years microbes transformed the planet into the moderate environment we see today. 
 
      
“We see Earth as this vast, all-encompassing, all-consuming remarkable reality. We see birds with their plumage, animals in such variety; tigers, orangutans, pandas, monkeys, kangaroos, snakes and spiders. We see ants and beetles, whales, dolphins and fish in the oceans, and we call all this Nature. Yet everything about Earth as a planet is rather normal and ordinary instead of exceptional and extraordinary.”
 
      
“So why haven’t we been able to find life elsewhere?” Diana asked, clearly enjoying the discussion.
 
      
“The theory goes that it’s not Earth or even the Sun that's unique. They’re both quite average in a rather dull and boring way. It’s the very space in which the Sun is set that forms a unique environment capable of sustaining life.”
 
      
Diana was silent, but Anderson could see the excitement in her eyes.
 
      
“Supernova unleash the most destructive explosions in the universe, bathing surrounding star systems with harsh radiation that would kill any microbes, sterilizing untold worlds, and yet they may also be the answer to why life has thrived on Earth. We suspect our solar system collapsed from a gas cloud formed by a supernova.
 
      
“Beyond the initial blast, supernova push out massive bubbles spanning hundreds of light years, thinning out the vacuum of space. They provide a cushion, a buffer against cosmic rays. Our solar system is surrounded by several of these overlapping bubbles, forming what looks like a chimney. And that's the great irony of life—that the death of one star protects life around other more distant stars. 
 
      
Diana asked, “So why don’t we see life elsewhere?”
 
      
“Space is chaotic. The theory goes, it was the chaotic, random alignment of these bubbles that protected us from the chaotic radiation that kills life in its infancy. For us, it was dumb luck.”
 
      
Diana turned her head slightly to one side, and Anderson could see she was recalling a distant memory, one that couldn’t have been hers but that must have played on the edge of her mind, teasing her with some interconnected insight.
 
      
“They say the house always wins,” she said. “But I guess sometimes people get lucky.”
 
      
“The house?” Anderson replied, not understanding her reference. 
 
      
Anderson lived in a small cabin, they all did. No one had lived in houses for centuries. He could barely remember what a house looked like. That memory had been passed down through the clonal generations, but it had faded, seeming almost mystical. 
 
      
“Oh,” Diana said, looking distant as she spoke, her eyes glazing over as she too struggled to recall memories from another lifetime. “It’s a phrase from Venus.” 
 
      
She stopped mid sentence, correcting herself, “No, no. Vegas! Las Vegas not Las Venus!”
 
      
“Ah,” Anderson replied, understanding the connection. “Well, yes. I think you’re right. Sit at the blackjack table long enough, play the slots for a few days on end, and sure, the house is going to clean you out, but at some point you’ll get lucky, at some point you might get a big payout. Get that early enough, and you may win more than you bet, but in the long run, the house always wins. The same’s true with life in our galaxy. Physics always wins. But every now and then, physics pays out and life emerges.”
 
      
“So this bubble, it’s like a big balloon?” Diana asked. 
 
      
“Yeah, imagine cotton wool or bubble wrap,” Anderson replied, hoping she could recall such a memory. “The bubble is hundreds and hundreds of times larger than our solar system. The rest of our galaxy is cool and dense and flooded with crippling radiation that bounces around like a ball on a billiard table, hitting everything in its path. But the hot, thin gas in our Local Bubble protects us from harm and has protected us for millions, perhaps even billions of years. And that’s it. That’s the idea we are out here to explore.”
 
      
“So that’s what we’re looking for?”
 
      
 
        “Yes. We’re looking for bubbles of a similar size. We want to find superheated, rarefied gas bubbles in other galaxies, as that’s where we think we’ll find life. We've seen them from afar with telescopes, but we've never been able to examine the star systems and planets within them. 
        Serengeti
         will allow us to peer into those systems in other galaxies.”
      
 
      
Diana laughed at the thought.
 
      
“I'm guessing these interstellar bubbles look entirely different from soap bubbles in the bath.” 
 
      
She paused. Anderson understood what was happening in her thoughts. It was the excitement of recalling moments of joy from some long lost time. She continued, saying, “I can vaguely remember Diana-One chasing bubbles as they drifted on a breeze. That must have been fun.”
 
      
Her eyes drifted up as she fought to recall childhood memories she had never experienced.
 
      
 
        “Why 
        Serengeti
        ?” she asked. “Why the name? Isn’t that somewhere in Africa?”
      
 
      
“The theory is,” Anderson began, “that we don’t see any other forms of life around us in our galaxy because our galaxy is like the Arctic Circle on Earth. Life can exist there, but not in great abundance. It’s just too harsh, too inhospitable. Oh, there might be the odd polar bear and seal, but it's nothing like the teeming plains of Africa. 
 
      
“The idea is that, rather than being the norm, our galaxy is below average. We’re the poor cousin. We’re the Eskimos of the universe.”
 
      
Diana-9 laughed. 
 
      
Anderson smiled. 
 
      
“Imagine if you took an Eskimo, someone who’s only ever known the bleak Arctic wastelands, with their scattered walruses and the occasional Arctic fox—someone who’s lived their whole life thinking the Canadian or the Siberian wilderness is the norm, and you took them to Africa. Instead of glaciers and permafrost, they’d see life teeming across the open plains. 
 
      
“What would they think when they stood on the Serengeti and looked out at the tens of thousands of creatures swarming around them? Ants, spiders, beetles, flamingos, eagles, butterflies, vultures, hyenas.”
 
      
Diana laughed at the thought.
 
      
“That would be an eye opener,” she said. 
 
      
“Imagine what they’d think of ostriches and crocodiles, or hippos and rhinos. And what if they explored further?
 
      
“When Europeans first visited Australia, they thought the black swans were fake. They thought kangaroos were giant rats. And they were sure the poor platypus was a hoax. Honestly, who would believe there were beavers with a duck’s bill?”
 
      
Diana had a beautiful smile. Anderson could have lost himself in her gaze. 
 
      
“In Africa, there were herds containing thousands of black and white striped horses that defied the European imagination. Zebra. 
 
      
“And there were elephants—impossible creatures with a nose longer than their legs, a nose with the dexterity of a hand. 
 
      
“And then there was the absurdly long-necked giraffe. 
 
      
“You see, like European explorers, our intrepid Eskimo would be overwhelmed with the sheer diversity of life outside the Arctic. And yet that life has always been there. For our Eskimo, though, that life was inaccessible simply because of geography. The theory is, maybe we're like those Eskimos and our galaxy is an Arctic wasteland. We need to look at the Serengeti.”
 
      
“And that’s why we’re here?” Diana said. “We’re here to explore the Serengeti.”
 
      
“Exactly. But to detect thin gas bubbles in other galaxies we need to get out beyond the interference of our own galaxy.”
 
      
“So what’s out there?”
 
      
Her child-like excitement fascinated him. Life was so simple for her. She sat there, swinging her legs back and forth. It was as though she were listening to some fast-paced music in the background, as though she were keeping time to some unheard tune. Anderson reached over and rolled a chair closer, putting his feet up on the seat as he leaned forward, thinking about how to reply without disappointing her.
 
      
“What can you see?” Diana asked again.
 
      
“Nothing yet. We’re on the verge of intergalactic space. We've been on the verge for over a century. So far, we haven’t seen anything, but it’s probably because of all the background noise and radio interference. Our probe is so sensitive that, were it stationed in an Earth orbit, it could detect the heat signature of a cup of coffee on Pluto. The problem isn’t the probe, it’s where it’s located. It needs the quiet of the intergalactic medium to focus at the sort of distances involved when it comes to observing other galaxies. And so, here we go, plowing through space to find a quiet spot.”
 
      
“Show me,” she said.
 
      
“What?”
 
      
“Show me what it looks like.”
 
      
“Now?” he replied.
 
      
“Yes.”
 
      
“But it’s the middle of the night.”
 
      
“Please?” Diana asked. Her expression was one of simple innocence, impetuous and vibrant. Her face radiated life.
 
      
“Do you even realize what’s involved?” he asked. 
 
      
“No,” Diana replied, looking curious. She really didn’t know, Anderson thought.
 
      
“We’ve got to deploy the inertial dampeners, drop into a sub-relativistic speed by temporarily reversing the warp field orientation, and then deploy the array arm before we can even start scanning with the main probe.”
 
      
“But isn’t it an automated process?” Diana asked. Her tone of voice was inquisitive. “I thought it was all computer driven, a set-and-forget procedure.”
 
      
“It is, but—” Anderson replied, frustrated.
 
      
“But what?”
 
      
“It is a complex process,” Anderson insisted. Without realizing it, he was being stubborn in response to her refusal to drop the issue. “We fire up the sensor array only in accordance with mission protocols.”
 
      
And now he sounded just like he had this afternoon when confronted by Phillips. Anderson hated how easily he’d fallen into the same mental rut yet again. 
 
      
“Why?”
 
      
It was a good question. 
 
      
Anderson knew the scientists who wrote up those protocols were long dead, by at least two thousand years. And why had they set five-year intervals? It was the same question Dr Phillips had asked. And his answer had been the same. Just because. It was an answer, but it wasn't a reason. He was the captain, the commander. It was his prerogative. Phillips had yelled at him, telling him to use his initiative. She had argued that they were already well above the spiral arm so they should focus on the search, they should take more samples, over a wider range of possibilities, but he held to his precious protocols. They were his comfort blanket, and he was ashamed to recognize that.
 
      
 
        But he had a duty, he thought. He had to preserve the 
        Serengeti
        . He had to hand her on to future generations so the search could continue. He had a duty to the past and the future, to those who invested in the project and launched the 
        Serengeti
         away from the space-lanes, out above the spiral arm, and to those still to come, who would one day find evidence of intelligent life in other galaxies. 
      
 
      
 
        But for what? Even if they found life, who would care? Not those who commissioned the voyage, they were dead. Not even the crew of the 
        Serengeti
        , not really. For them, the 
        Serengeti
         encompassed their whole lives. The journey was more than some theoretical experiment that would wind up some day. 
      
 
      
 
        Maybe that's where his resentment really lay. His anger had been directed at Dr. Phillips, but perhaps the real object was the mission itself and the question none dared ask. What next? Once the experiment was complete, what should they do? Where should they go? No, it wasn't the crew of the 
        Serengeti
         who would care about what they found, not in a scientific sense. Nor would anyone alive anywhere at that time, as any discovery would be destined for future generations. News of any discovery would take hundreds and hundreds of years to reach Earth. And then, what would it be? A curiosity? A novelty? An exhibit in a museum? A footnote in a textbook?
      
 
      
“And everyone’s asleep,” he continued. “The crew should be on stand-by when we initiate deceleration. This would be completely against protocol.”
 
      
He was afraid. 
 
      
Anderson had never realized it before, but he'd always thought of someone else making the first positive identification and not him. Phillips was right. For all his bluster otherwise, he was narrow-minded. Anderson-8 was warming the seat for the next commander. 
 
      
“Oh, come on,” Diana said, pulling playfully on his short sleeve, physically willing him into action. The gentle scrape of her nails and the warmth of her fingers on his hand caused his resolve to waver. 
 
      
“This is not the time for joyriding,” Anderson said sternly, but he was losing the battle.
 
      
“Maybe it is,” Diana offered, thinking about it for a second. Her hand rested intimately on his chest as she leaned in toward him. “Maybe you’ve formalized the process too much. Maybe you need some spontaneity. Maybe you’re too busy looking for what you’re expecting to find, and you’re missing what’s really out there.”
 
      
“It’s too much of a drain on the power cells,” Anderson began, but it was a lie. Diana cut him off with her soft, gentle voice. Her hand slid down and rested on the side of his hip.
 
      
 
        “They’ll recharge. Stop thinking like 
        The Commander 
        for once. Stop thinking like some hereditary ruler, a king set in place by the divine right of some ancient wizard scientist centuries ago. Remember who you really are.”
      
 
      
She looked deep into his eyes. He felt as though she could feel his fear. Her voice was confident, self-assured. 
 
      
“You’re a clone, just like me. Take off that uniform and we’re both the same. We’re both just people. We think the same. We walk the same. We eat the same. You have the same thoughts, the same feelings, the same doubts and questions. You’re looking for meaning too. And not just for some theoretical recognition of an ancient mission goal, you’re looking for it in the depth of your soul just like I am. That’s why you’re up here, milling around in the middle of the night, looking out at the stars. That’s why we’re both here.”
 
      
She paused, lifting her hand away from him. Anderson was silent. He felt cold where just seconds before he’d enjoyed the soft warmth of her touch.
 
      
“You’re afraid, aren’t you?” she said.
 
      
“What?” Anderson replied, stunned by her boldness, immediately responding with denial. “No!”
 
      
The whole conversation had made him feel distinctly uneasy. He’d gone from being confident and in control to a feeling of plunging headfirst into a spiral dive, plummeting toward the ground.
 
      
“You’re afraid, just like me. You’re afraid your whole life will somehow be negated if there’s  nothing out there. You’ve looked in the past and not seen anything, and you’re scared because you think that means there is no other intelligent life. That all this is a waste of time, a waste of our lives. But just because you can’t see something, doesn’t mean it’s not there, right? 
 
      
“Maybe the Serengeti principle is correct, but our equipment just isn’t sensitive enough to pick up these faint gaseous bubbles, even from out here in intergalactic space. But that doesn’t mean we should stop trying, and it doesn’t mean that our attempts are failures, does it? Isn’t it valiant and worthy just to be a part of the endeavor?”
 
      
For a child, Diana-9 was a fast learner. 
 
      
Anderson was stumped. She was using his own logic against him. She was questioning whether he really meant what he’d said earlier about intelligence giving purpose and meaning to the universe. If he didn't, then she was right, he was just giving lip service to the mission, and that made him a fraud. The idea of being dishonest was repugnant.
 
      
“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Anderson said, standing up. He was talking more to himself than to her. “Computer, prep the ship for deceleration. Start the inertial dampening harmonics.”
 
      
Diana sat there knocking her knees together with excitement as the computer responded, saying, “Yes, commander.” Its soft, feminine voice was deep and quietly reassuring.
 
      
“Harmonics,” Diana said. She had an absent look on her face. That term must have awakened her memory, or at least the memories she’d been given. Anderson knew she’d never personally experienced an observation drop, so she must have remembered the effect of the inertial dampening from a previous iteration. For him, the stiffening of the air was always unsettling, the thick sludge that congealed around his body made ordinary movements feel like wading through mud.
 
      
He should wake the crew. 
 
      
No, he thought. He shouldn't be doing this at all. 
 
      
Dr. Phillips would read him the riot act for dropping without a crew chief on hand, but the matriarch would get her wish, she'd get to see the universe as it really was for one last time. It would take them several months to restore their velocity, but time was irrelevant and they'd be able to run observations until they hit roughly ninety percent of the speed of light. 
 
      
The fine hair on his arms began to tingle as the dampening harmonics took effect. Diana radiated a smile. She stood on the balls of her feet and held out her arms like a ballerina. She spun around, fighting against the viscous air around her. Her excitement was intoxicating, dragging him on.
 
      
Diana’s eyes were full of delight as she reveled like a child in the sluggish response of her limbs. She jumped, with her arms stretched out, and hung in the air as the inertia dampening lengthened her movements. She grabbed at the railing, smiling at Anderson. 
 
      
The nav-desk, in sync with the central computer, returned to its primary functions, anticipating the drop. The desk flattened, controls and holographic displays appeared on its smooth, curved surface.
 
      
“Are you ready?” Anderson asked, his voice sounding deep and slurred in the thickening medium of congealed air.
 
      
“Yes,” she replied, her cheeks ruddy with excitement. “I remember this. I remember it so well. Dropping from a relativistic speed. Hah, I barely know what a relativistic speed actually is, but it's there, in my dictionary, wedged into my vocabulary. I've never seen this before, but I remember it clearly. I'm looking forward to seeing it again, for the first time.”
 
      
Anderson laughed. Diana made him feel young again. 
 
      
He spoke with distinct clarity. “Computer, initiate the drop-out procedure. Lower our relative speed to seventy-five percent of the EMR and then return to standard acceleration.”
 
      
Neither of them heard the computer respond. The air around them thickened like a gel before going rock-hard. Sound no longer carried. For a few seconds, neither of them could move. They couldn’t breathe, they couldn’t so much as flex a muscle. Even their eyelids were held firmly in place. It was as though they had been frozen alive. 
 
      
As often has he'd done this, Anderson never got use to it. For a moment, panic swept his mind. He was suffocating, drowning. But the moment passed, and the dampening faded. Within seconds, the quantum resonance was gone. As the harmonics dissipated, he moved his arms, not because he had to, because he wanted to, because he felt compelled to ensure it was over, not that he could have done anything if it wasn't. 
 
      
The heavy air rolled over his skin, ruffling through the hairs on his arm. Normal conditions resumed and he looked at Diana. If she had felt any fear, it didn't show. She looked electrified. She bounced on the balls of her feet with excitement.
 
      
Before their eyes, in those few seconds as they stood transfixed by the inertia dampeners, the distorted, compressed image of the galactic ring descended swiftly around them. The halo of light flattened out as it fell below the craft. For Anderson, there was a slight tinge of vertigo as his point of reference unfolded and the Milky Way unraveled ahead of them. If Diana felt something similar, she didn't show it. Her eyes were on the specks of light stretching out into the darkness as the galaxy unraveled and expanded.
 
      
 
        It looked as though the 
        Serengeti
         had somehow passed through the star field from beneath the Milky Way and now rested above the plane of the galaxy. In reality, the craft had barely moved at all in relation to the Milky Way. It had simply reduced its relative velocity, and the illusion generated by traveling so close to the speed of light had dissipated. At least, thought, Anderson, most of the illusion was gone. There was still the slight tinge of blue shift discoloring Andromeda, and they were actually higher than they appeared. Even at 75% of the speed of light, the aberration brought those regions beside and below them slightly forward, slightly higher than they should have been.  
      
 
      
The Milky Way was stunning. 
 
      
While beforehand the Milky Way had appeared compressed tightly into a thin halo above them, the galaxy now appeared vast and flat. Instead of being curled into a glowing ring, the stars stretched out into the distance as a luminous disc. Diana looked surprised to see just how enormous the Milky Way was, and how close they were to the galactic plane.
 
      
 
        Before, the glowing halo of stars had appeared distant, so high above them, but now the 
        Serengeti
         had reduced its forward velocity, it was clear the craft had barely broken the dust plane of the immense star field beneath them in the spiral arm. The galaxy extended out in front of them, appearing to be at waist height. The galactic bulge rose up as a dome, reaching above eye-level in the distance. The center of the galaxy was well over twenty thousand light-years away, an amorphous mass of glowing stars and interstellar gas dominating the horizon. It was a colossus among giants.
      
 
      
“That’ll wake a few people,” Anderson said nonchalantly. “But it’s like a bout of apnea. They’ll probably just cough, roll over and go back to sleep. It'll make for a nice surprise in the morning.”
 
      
Diana was speechless. Her expression was one of awe. Anderson could see that, for all of her midnight sessions over the course of the few short months she'd been alive, she'd never dreamt the heavens were so vast, so dominant, so spectacular. 
 
      
“Computer, switch the main decks to auxiliary power and divert the main power cell to the large sensor array.”
 
      
“Yes, commander,” came the reply.
 
      
Anderson got up off the bench and walked over to a command console. His fingers rippled over the fine strands of fiber-optics set across the control panel. The fibers responded to his deft touch, lighting up in soft shades of blue, green and orange.
 
      
“Computer, run a standard sweep of ten random galaxies in the Local Group, weighted toward those closest. Be sure to include Andromeda.”
 
      
“Yes, commander,” came the reply again.
 
      
Immediately above them, the clear dome shimmered. The dome changed from a transparent view of the universe to a series of images showing different galaxies in stunning detail, each one stretched out to cover an area up to twenty feet across, evenly spaced around the vast dome. Anderson held out his hand, grabbing at thin air and dragging his hand around to visually signal to the computer that the image should move in harmony with his gestures. He swung his hand around and the Andromeda galaxy swung down before them in a hologram stretching out over thirty feet in the air. 
 
      
Diana walked forward, examining the view in detail, looking at the glowing dome at the center of the majestic spiral galaxy. Dark lanes of dust swirled outward from the core. Individual stars within the spiral arms were not visible, just the haze they produced as they lit up the interstellar medium. The outer fringes were peppered with the birth of blue stars, barely visible as pin-pricks of iridescent light on the fringes.
 
      
“It's beautiful,” Diana said.
 
      
“It's called Andromeda,” Anderson replied. “The woman in chains.”
 
      
“Really? That is so sad. Who would do that?”
 
      
“The Greeks had vivid imaginations,” Anderson said, trying to recall the details as best he could. “In Greek mythology, Andromeda was royalty, a Nubian princess, the daughter of the king and queen of North Africa.”
 
      
“What happened to her?”
 
      
Diana spoke as though Andromeda was real, a historical figure. Perhaps she once was, Anderson mused, but the events that had filtered down to their day were grossly distorted by mythology. 
 
      
“Her mother loved her. She boasted of her beauty, as I guess all mothers do. She claimed Andromeda was the most beautiful woman in the world, more beautiful than the offspring of the gods.”
 
      
“And?” Diana asked.
 
      
Diana seemed a little upset. Anderson wondered if she could distinguish between fictional stories and reality. For her, reality probably was fictional in some respects. She put her hand on his, urging him on. Her emotions seemed fragile, easily swayed, which wasn't surprising given her young age.
 
      
“And the gods punished the kingdom. Wild storms descended from the seas, ravaging the land. The king consulted an oracle, looking for respite.”
 
      
“An oracle?”
 
      
“Someone that spoke for the gods.”
 
      
“And?” Diana asked with concern.
 
      
“And the oracle told him, the gods would only be satisfied with Andromeda's sacrifice, so she was chained to the rocks and left to the monsters of the deep.”
 
      
“Oh, that's horrible.”
 
      
“But,” he paused, pointing at one of the other galaxies, high above them. “Perseus saved her. He fought the monster and freed her.”
 
      
Diana looked curious. She said, “And they named these galaxies after them?”  
 
      
“Well, they didn't know they were galaxies back then. They thought they were just stars, but yes, they were named to commemorate them.”
 
      
“To remember their love,” she said. It was almost a question, but Diana made it a statement. 
 
      
“I guess so,” Anderson said, feeling a little awkward.
 
      
“Well, I think it's a beautiful story,” Diana said with confidence. “And if Andromeda could see her galaxy, I think she would be proud. There are shades of gold, strands of purple, hints of green, splashes of blue. It looks like jewels scattered on a black velvet backdrop, diamonds, topaz, emeralds, rubies and pearls. Andromeda is fit for a princess.”
 
      
Anderson felt uncomfortable with Diana’s lavish, emotive description. As pleasant as her analogy was, it was the comment of someone from a bygone age. Aesthetics aside, Andromeda was just a galaxy, the natural result of immense volumes of hydrogen forming a vast gravity well, swirling in chaotic eddies, compressing into pressure-induced fusion and igniting as hundreds of billions of individual stars. The shape, the motion, the blaze of light, the compressed core, the spiral arms, the birth of new stars, they were all the result of known laws of physics. There was nothing mystical or magical about Andromeda. 
 
      
Any beauty Andromeda had was beauty man bestowed upon her. Out of that raw chaos, mankind's only interest was in whether life had arisen there as well, to see if intelligence could have been distilled from that seething cauldron. 
 
      
Diana turned around to see the consoles on the command deck coming to life, lighting up and chirping quietly as the sensor readings came in. But there was no life. Below each galaxy, a series of read-outs displayed row upon row of zeros.
 
      
Anderson didn’t even look up. What would there be to see? He’d seen these results too many times. His mind wandered elsewhere. His eyelids had grown heavy as the night wore on. It was a pretty picture, but nothing more.
 
      
“Look for us,” Diana said. She was unfazed by the negative results.
 
      
“What do you mean?”
 
      
“I mean, what would you do to look for something like us out there, something like our ship?”
 
      
“Well,” Anderson said. “We couldn’t see a ship like ours directly at this distance, but we might be able to see the emission trail, maybe the exhaust bloom. An antimatter propulsion drive like ours would resonate in the 1500K range.”
 
      
He thought about it for a few seconds before he continued. “Although it’s thin, both the bow wave and the exhaust trail would radiate outward as they dissipated, somewhat like the wake of a boat on a lake. They could stretch for several parsecs, so it might be visible.”
 
      
“Computer, amplify and enhance trace emissions in the infrared range, focusing on narrow, triangular but elongated structures up to five parsecs in width, and correlate the results. Remove background noise and known natural sources. Targets will bear sub-planetary size radiation signatures.”
 
      
“Yes, commander,” the computer dutifully responded.
 
      
Nothing changed on the dome.
 
      
What were you thinking? Anderson thought, chastising himself. Discouraged, his mind gravitated to the inevitable grilling he'd get from Dr. Phillips and the other council members in the morning. 
 
      
Anderson’s interest waned. He was tired. As contagious as Diana’s enthusiasm was, Anderson was starting to regret inviting her to join him. He regretted breaking protocol. He began thinking about how he could wrap this up and go to bed. All he could think about was that Dr. Phillips would have a field day when she realized what had gone on after midnight and how foolish he'd been. The scuttlebutt and rumors about Diana would resound for weeks, even though nothing had happened between them. What a headache that would be, he thought as he turned to look at Diana.
 
      
Her eyes had lit up. Her cheeks were flushed and her face was bright. She simply stood there speechless, looking at Andromeda with one hand stretched out pointing at the stars.
 
      
Anderson turned and looked. There, overlaid on top of the galaxy, was a mesh of thin red lines. He blinked, trying to focus his eyes on the fine computer-generated image. The lines were broken strands, dotted segments stretching in three dimensions throughout the spiral arms. They clumped together in a few dense spots. In other areas, there were vast tracts with only a few thin strands. It was as though a spider had woven a fine silk web over the galaxy.
 
      
As the realization swept over him, he started counting the major nodes, those areas where the thin points of light accumulated into thick red dots. There were hundreds of them, perhaps thousands. For these to be the emission signatures of an interstellar drive, there must have been vast corridors, traffic lanes stretching between star systems, there had to be commerce, colonization. 
 
      
Multiple thoughts struck Anderson at once. 
 
      
How would commerce work over relativistic time-frames?
 
      
Their means of interstellar travel was similar, but that wasn't so surprising as they had to be bound by the same laws of physics and chemistry. 
 
      
The lines must represent trade routes, he thought. They probably marked exploration, migration. The nodes were clustered on either side of Andromeda, as though they originated in two different sections of the galaxy and were reaching out to touch each other. 
 
      
His mind raced, reveling in the implications. 
 
      
There would be remarkable medical opportunities for learning in areas such as biological convergence, the advent of diverse xenoforms with similar functions. Perhaps there would be cultural exchanges, technological exchanges, maybe even biological replication, where one race cultivated desirable traits from another, dicing and splicing whatever their equivalent of DNA happened to be. 
 
      
Anderson looked at Diana. 
 
      
“It's beautiful,” she said.
 
      
She was pointing at another galaxy, this one displayed over on the far side of the bridge. It too was a network of thin red strands and clusters of thick dots, a series of overlapping matrices. The clusters dominated one side of the galaxy but not the other, as though some alien race was still just emerging from its stellar infancy and was now in the throes of galactic conquest. It was a conquest that, by now, given the vast amounts of time that had transpired since the light from that galaxy first departed, would have reached one conclusion or another. He wondered how stable these galactic empires would be. They had to have endured for tens of thousands of years, but would they eventually burn out, just like the stars among which they dwelt?
 
      
Anderson wondered just how far that galaxy was from the Milky Way. How far back in time was he looking? And, he wondered, where were these cultures today? How much of their galaxy had they actually explored by now?
 
      
 
        Anderson grinned. He wondered what sort of emerging life those explorers had found within their own distant galaxy, and whether they would allow that life to mature to intelligence. He wondered whether they too had launched an intergalactic probe, something similar to the 
        Serengeti
        , something that for them answered the question of intelligent life elsewhere in the universe, or if there was enough diversity in their own galactic island to satisfy the question for themselves. 
      
 
      
If they were looking at the Milky Way, what would they see? 
 
      
Depending on when they looked, they’d see nothing for billions of years, just a sterile waste, and then, slowly, over a few thousand years, a central, emerging intelligence exploring its local area. And then, in the future, perhaps they’d see mankind spreading out through the galaxy in the same way they had. 
 
      
Would they ever contact each other? 
 
      
Would there ever be a technology that would allow life to span the infinite void of galactic space and overcome the expansion of space-time? 
 
      
Or was life forever bound to these galactic islands? Doomed never to cross these seas?
 
      
Anderson was speechless. He turned again and looked at another galaxy, and then another and another. They all lit up with unique patterns revealing advanced interstellar civilizations. It truly was the Serengeti, teeming with life.
 
      
He spotted a pinwheel galaxy high on the dome above. It too lit up with red lanes and nodes peppering the outer rim. The clusters in the pinwheel, all in similar stages of complexity and development, made it clear there had been multiple points of intelligent origin. Life, it seemed, had appeared spontaneously in multiple parts of that fertile galaxy, maybe a dozen times or more. How remarkable, Anderson thought, that there were multiple different forms of intelligent, interstellar life in a single galaxy.
 
      
How similar would they be? He wondered. Would they share the same values? Would they wage war against each other? Or would they freely share their vast expanse? Would limited resources become an issue? Would they eventually bottle each other in, following some kind of Malthusian selection process?
 
      
Diana came up behind Anderson and slipped her hands around his waist. She tiptoed and kissed him gently on the cheek, whispering softly in his ear. “You were right. Intelligence gives meaning to the universe.”
 
      
He turned to face her with tears running down his cheeks.
 
      
“So,” she asked, draping her arms around his neck. “Where to from here, Commander? Do we head home? Do we take our newfound knowledge of life in the universe back to Earth?”
 
      
“No. We’d never make it,” he replied, holding her by the shoulders and looking deep into her eyes. “Not you and I, anyway. Our lives would expire long before we made landfall. No, we transmit the results back to them and wait a millennium or more to hear their reply. And we hope, we pray, they're still listening.”
 
      
“And us? What about us?”
 
      
 
        It was a loaded question. Anderson knew she was talking about the crew of the 
        Serengeti
        , but it was also apparent she was talking about the two of them. 
      
 
      
They were an age apart. It hadn't always been that way, but in this time it was, and that was something he felt he had to accept. It would be easy to ignore the age difference between them, but he felt like he would be taking advantage of her if he kissed her. And yet, age would humble them both given time. The gap between Anderson and Dr. Phillips had been greater, yet over the years, Dr. Phillips had gone from being a mentor to a peer. Perhaps the same could be true of them one day, he hoped. But the age gap bothered him. He simply would not take the first step, although deep down, he hoped they would grow old together. 
 
      
“What about us?” repeated Anderson, looking at the brilliance of intelligent life throughout the Local Group of galaxies. “We go on. And one day, millions of years from now, our descendants will set foot in the Serengeti.”
 
      
Diana had her own answer to the question. She tiptoed, with her arms draped around his neck, and their lips touched again, for the first time.
 
      
 



 
BOOK TWO
 
      
 
 
      
Trixie & Me
 
      
 
 
    



 
      
2:01 Chained
 
      
 
 
      
Trixie lay in a fetal position, hugging her legs against her chest as she curled up on the ground, trying to stay warm. Her eyes flickered in the dark, taking in the soft glow around her. The ground was dirty, almost oily. Plant roots ran beneath her, crisscrossing the floor. A little warmth radiated through the leathery surface, coming up from the engines deep below, but it wasn't enough to stave off the chill hanging in the air. 
 
      
Trixie’s first thought on waking was that she was naked. Goosebumps prickled her skin. Her covering was gone, and that surprised her more than the alien environment in which she found herself. She felt vulnerable, alone and somewhat scared. Sitting up, Trixie struggled to clear her thinking as she looked around, trying to make out where she was. 
 
      
A soft hum rang in her ears. Things moved about her, scurrying around her, ignoring her. There were hundreds of them, maybe thousands. She wasn't sure if they were tiny machines or something that was alive. Either way, she didn't want to know. They were leaving her alone in the darkness, and that was fine with her. She had no desire to change the arrangement. 
 
      
Trixie blinked, her eyes taking in the soft light. The cavern was large, at least a hundred feet high, with irregular, curved walls spiraling inward toward each other, joining at a point high above. The walls around her looked like the inside of a hollow tree. The trunk was gnarled, the tree rotten. Faint specks of light ran up the twisted knots. Tiny pinpricks of red, yellow and green pierced the darkness, spreading throughout the cavern like ants climbing an ivy vine. 
 
      
Trixie could see Berry. 
 
      
Berry hung in mid-air. He was suspended without any means of visible support, his feet just inches from the ground, his head drooping to one side. The soft, orange glow of a force field surrounded him. Like her, he was naked. 
 
      
His body puzzled her, she'd only ever seen him dressed, at least that was all she could recall in her hazy memory. The contours of his muscles, the hair on his chest, the stubble on his face, they aroused something primal within her. This was a feeling she didn't understand. Her thoughts were confused, muddled. 
 
      
Something ran across Trixie’s hand. Prickly feet danced briefly across her fingers. She wanted to scream, but she resisted, pursing her lips so as to avoid making a sound. Slowly, she withdrew her hand from where she had been leaning, not wanting to arouse any inadvertent attention.
 
      
As Trixie got up, she felt clumsy. Her legs felt too long, her arms too lanky. She crept forward with her fingers and arms splayed wide to keep her balance. Stiff and sore, she pushed through the ache in her muscles. Trixie stepped over a thick root and tripped, falling forward, landing on all fours, but her fall was slow, her landing soft. Gravity was reduced. 
 
      
“Trix,” Berry called out, seeing her in the shadows. “You've got to get me out of here, babe.”
 
      
Trixie shook her head slowly, watching her dark hair dangle in front of her face. She got back to her feet, trying to shake the drugged lethargy of the moment, not sure what had happened to her. Was this a dream? A nightmare? Was any of this real? She was disoriented, detached.
 
      
“Trix, Honey,” called Berry. “Come on, baby. You can do this.”
 
      
Trixie heard Berry, but she wasn't interested. There were too many other strange and unusual things competing for her attention, too much she was curious about, things she wanted to understand. 
 
      
Something caught her eye, a colorful bracelet lying on the ground nearby. She picked it up, examining it closely. Trixie wasn't sure why, but she sniffed the material. She wasn't sure what she expected it to smell like, but the bracelet smelt musty, almost familiar. Holding the band, she looked at the petite woven threads. The rainbow strands of colors were dull within the dark chamber. It must have been pretty to look at in the light, she thought. A small bell hung from a silver name tag looped over the bracelet. In the dim light, the polished silver reflected muted colors like a mirror. The flicker of light was beautiful, she decided, even if she couldn't see it properly. 
 
      
Trixie slipped the bracelet over her wrist. The bell tinkled softly as she moved. Trixie liked the sound. Her mind was struggling to comprehend what was going on, where she was, what had happened to her, what had happened to Berry. Deep inside, she wanted to block everything out, to ignore the bizarre sensations and focus on the simple things, like the bracelet and the bell. Trixie felt confused, afraid, but the soft ring of the bell was strangely comforting, and that made her feel better.
 
      
“We don't have time for this, Trix.”
 
      
Trixie walked slowly toward Berry, tiptoeing as she picked her way over the forest-like floor of the cavern. Roots and vines twisted along the ground. They climbed over each other, diving beneath the surface and reappearing again. 
 
      
Stepping on the balls of her feet, Trixie moved gracefully, carefully, her arms stretched out on either side of her naked body. Like a gymnast on a beam, she adjusted her arms to keep her balance in the confusing gravitational field.
 
      
 
        “That's it,” Berry said. “I know this is hard for you. I know. You're doing great. Get me out of here, and we'll get back to the 
        Swift
         and get the hell out of this mess, but you've got to be quick, Trix. They'll be back soon. Do you understand?”
      
 
      
 
        Trixie stepped up onto the ledge beside Berry. She'd heard his words, but she didn't understand them. Berry’s words seemed disjointed, like words spoken at random. She knew her name. She liked hearing her name, but the other words were a jumble of noise. 
        Swift, mess, hell, quick
         – somehow she knew the terms, but their meaning was lost. They made no sense in a sentence. 
      
 
      
Trixie stared at Berry with a mixture of bewilderment and curiosity. She turned her head sideways as she watched him slowly rotating within the force-field. 
 
      
“You've got to figure out how to disable this thing,” he said. 
 
      
Trixie reached out, her hand passing harmlessly through the glowing field, and ran her fingers through his hair, stroking his head gently. She ran her nails over his scalp. It felt nice to touch Berry.
 
      
“Not now, Trix. Look, you're beautiful, you're pretty, but I need you to focus. I need you to get me out of here. Do you understand?”
 
      
Trixie ran her fingers over Berry's muscular shoulders and through the hair on his chest, clawing at him, feeling the muscles beneath his skin. She was fascinated by Berry. She couldn't explain what was going through her mind, but to touch him felt good. Her fingers played with the hair on his forearm, fascinated by the sense of touch, the warmth, the soft textures.
 
      
Berry sighed, exasperated. “Trix. You can't do this! Trixie, please, listen to me! Bellatrix, please listen!”
 
      
Something resonated within her. She knew those names, all three. They were her names, she remembered that. Although she couldn't explain why, Trixie felt compelled to obey Berry. She pulled her hand away from the shimmering field surrounding him and stood back, looking at him coldly. Words, concepts, hormones and emotions, they bounced around in her head, conflicting with each other.
 
      
“The controls are over there,” Berry said, unable to move his arms but nodding with his head.
 
      
Trixie looked around the dark cavern, hearing his voice echoing in the void. 
 
      
Black shapes swarmed over the walls. Soft lights glowed from beneath the hard outer shells of the tiny insect-like aliens crawling over the mat of tree roots and branches. Trixie felt drawn to the strange creatures. Her fear faded the more she moved around. She was feeling bold, empowered. As her thinking cleared, she found herself growing more curious. 
 
      
She crouched and reached out to touch one of the small creatures scuttling past on the ground. She wanted to learn about it, to toy with it, to play with it as a child would with a pet. She picked up one of the insect-like animals by its shell. The creature’s legs continued pumping as though they were still touching the ground. She turned the critter around, putting it down so it faced the way it came, and it scurried off, fighting against the current of other creatures swarming around it. The tiny alien was mindless, which surprised her. 
 
      
Another creature caught her eye. This one was segmented, with hundreds of spiky legs protruding from its segmented body sections snaking some six feet behind it. The creature was thin, barely an inch wide, and looked like a centipede, but without a visible head. Trixie put her foot down in front of it, blocking its path. The creature reversed its motion without turning around, moving backwards smoothly and climbing on top of an adjacent root that weaved along the floor at a slightly different angle. From there, the long, flexible creature straightened up and proceeded forward again, without turning and changing the direction it was facing. 
 
      
Trixie was fascinated. 
 
      
“Trix, we don't have time for this.” 
 
      
Berry sounded exhausted, frustrated. 
 
      
Berry was no fun.
 
      
As Trixie moved over by the twisted wall, a holographic projection rose up in front of her. She'd stepped up on a slightly raised platform, activating the image. 
 
      
“Don't touch that, Trix.”
 
      
Trixie was intrigued. 
 
      
The holograph sprawled out, a three-dimensional image of a dense tree branching into millions of fine filaments, or perhaps it was a giant brain attached to a spinal cord, or the growth of a coral head or some bizarre alien cauliflower, whatever it was, it stretched some fifteen feet across through the air in front of her. The image was semi-transparent, allowing her to see through to the different end points on the far side. As she waved her hand over the image it turned, rotating around her in response to the motion of her arms. 
 
      
Trixie laughed. 
 
      
She liked the pretty lights.
 
      
“Leave that alone, Trix.”
 
      
Naked, she lifted both hands above her head and the entire image turned upside down, turning over on the x-axis, exposing the single root from which the tree branched out in all of its complexity. The trunk was stubby, dividing in two, before those limbs split again and then further, diverging into hundreds, thousands and tens of thousands of branches, each one blossoming and spreading out further again into thin veins covering millions of end points at varying depths. The tips looked like a sea of stars. Trixie felt giddy looking at the immense structure, all linked back to that single point at the base. She lowered her arms and the coral tree rotated down, showing the plethora of possible end points as a field of fine white dots floating in the air. One of them glowed red. 
 
      
“Don't touch that, Trixie.”
 
      
Trixie couldn't help herself. Her curiosity was overwhelming. 
 
      
She wanted to play, not to run and hide. She had to touch the miniature star. There was nothing else she could do when faced with such a wonderful, beautiful sight. Her hand reached through the air, skimming over the sea of jewels as her finger touched the small, red terminal point. 
 
      
The image changed. 
 
      
The branching structure beneath the glowing red star lit up in a brilliant variety of complementary colors. The trail winding through the tree toward its base showed multiple alternate end points all branching off in different, lesser shades of red, slowly fading to orange and yellow on the fringes. 
 
      
“Don't touch anything, Trix. Just step away. I need you to figure out how to turn that damn thing off.”
 
      
Trixie heard him. She understood “don't,” but she decided, no. Looking at the fine filaments, she touched a point near the base of the upper junction leading to the tiny, pretty red star. She wondered what this marvelous machine would do, if it was a machine. It seemed organic, more alive than any computer was. Trixie was curious.
 
      
As she pulled her hand back, another image appeared above the glowing branch, a set of human chromosomes. Twenty three pairs of chromatids floated in the air, each one looking like an earthworm, or a fuzzy caterpillar all scrunched up. Some of them were pinched in the middle, others were pinched together. Sections of the DNA coiled within these chromosomes glowed, highlighting the genetic changes that had occurred since this last juncture in the evolutionary tree of life. 
 
      
Berry screamed, crying out in agony. The muscles in his arm flexed as his head swung back in pain. Although his upper torso and legs were held fast by the force field, Trixie could see his muscles clenching as though seized with a cramp.
 
      
Trixie was startled by his cry. 
 
      
She panicked. 
 
      
Instinctively, she leaped, with her only thought being to flee. In the low gravity, her muscles propelled her ten feet in the air, and she grabbed hold of one of the mighty branches twisting upward toward the specks of light above. Instantly, her body was pulled sideways against the wall, held there by the gravitational realignment within the alien vessel that made every wall a floor. 
 
      
Trixie's change in orientation was confusing, disorienting. She looked back at Berry and the holographic image, they seemed to be stuck to the wall beside her, instead of below her. Berry's cries and the bewildering nature of her sense of down scared her even more. Trixie felt she had to hide from the raw power being unleashed around her. 
 
      
The force field around Berry glowed, throbbing and pulsating with light. 
 
      
Trixie watched Berry’s form change over the course of several minutes. Berry squirmed, trying to free himself from the invisible chains that bound him, but it was useless. His skin darkened as his head distorted, his cheekbones widened, his jaw grew larger, and the brow above his eyes thickened and extended slightly outward. Hair bloomed, covering most of his body. His back seemed to arch into a hunch, no longer straight. Berry struggled in vain as his muscles gained bulk. His forearms and hands looked coarse and thick. He looked over at her, his eyes pleading. He grunted, unable to speak. The force field surged in its intensity and Berry howled in agony.
 
      
Trixie had been bad. She should have listened to Berry. This was wrong. Even for her, this was too much. She shouldn't have played with the hologram, but she didn't know what would happen. She wanted to know what would happen, she was curious, not malicious. 
 
      
Trixie wanted Berry back, her Berry. 
 
      
With unusual grace, she sprang off the wall as though she were jumping from the ground. She twisted through the air. In the light gravity, Trixie drifted before landing silently in a crouched position. Her sense of up never changed, but the vast chamber seemed to twist and distort and swing around her as she landed on the floor that, seconds before, had seemed like a wall. 
 
      
Her hands were shaking. Trixie hadn't meant to hurt Berry. She loved Berry. Her fingers trembled as she reached into the holographic image, carefully moving the glowing red star back to the outer filaments of the tree, hoping that would be enough to reverse the process. 
 
      
Berry screamed again, but this time his cry was deep and chesty. His body shook in a continuous spasm as genetic changes were applied to the cellular structure of his entire body. Trixie watched in anguish as the minutes slowly passed. She was torturing him, but she didn't mean to cause him such pain. Trixie felt awful. At those points where she could no longer watch him writhing in agony, she hung her head in shame. 
 
      
The contorted, twisted look on his face slowly returned to normal. His skin lightened, his back straightened, the excess hair fell away, drifting lazily out of the force field and to the floor, his claw-like nails retreated. Insects swarmed over the ground and converged on the hair, whisking it away into the shadows.
 
      
As the pulsating field died down, Berry was left panting, gasping for breath. Tears ran down his cheeks. Blood dripped from his nose.
 
      
“Trixie,” he whispered. “Please.”
 
      
Trixie didn't know what to do. She tried to speak. She tried to say sorry, but nothing came out, just a hoarse croak. The cold around her seemed to add to her confusion. What could she do? She didn't understand, she couldn't understand. 
 
      
The holographic image rested in front of her. She noticed it emanated from a smooth silver disc set into the center of the platform. Trixie decided she hated the pretty lights. She hated what they had done to Berry. She wanted to be rid of the image, to destroy it. Trixie reached through the glowing filaments with her foot, hoping she was doing the right thing, and stamped on the source of the image, kicking at it and covering it. The cavern darkened immediately. Berry dropped to the ground. 
 
      
“Oh,” she cried, bounding over toward him in the light gravity and grabbing him. She helped him sit up as she struggled with her words. “I—I'm...”
 
      
“I know,” he said, catching his breath. “I know you didn't mean to hurt me. It's OK, babe. I know you're sorry.”
 
      
“Hurt. Sorry,” she said, repeating his words, grasping at their meaning. 
 
      
Trixie pulled Berry’s head to her soft naked breast, wrapping her arms around him and holding his head close as she kissed his forehead and his hair. She didn't think anything of what she was doing. She relished the warmth of touch, the feel of life, the freedom and relief.
 
      
Berry got to his feet. Trixie grabbed at him, her hands running up and down his chest, fawning over him.
 
      
“Trix, don't.”
 
      
Berry’s clothes lay to one side. He tossed her a singlet, adding, “Put this on.”
 
      
Berry slipped on his trousers as Trixie stood there holding the cotton singlet, wondering what to do with it.
 
      
“Raise your hands,” he said. “Go on, it's okay.”
 
      
Trixie complied meekly and Berry slipped his singlet over her arms and head, pulling it down over her breasts and covering her waist and the upper half of her thighs.
 
      
“Clothes,” he said. “They keep us warm.”
 
      
“Warm,” she replied, finding it easy to mimic his sounds, vaguely remembering these concepts. She knew the words, she'd heard them spoken so often before, but it seemed only now that they had any meaning. Now, they were anchored in her mind to tangible, real concepts.
 
      
“Yes, warm. Do you feel warm or cold?” Berry asked, rubbing her arms. He picked up his jacket and helped her put it on. It felt cold, but she smiled, appreciating his interest and kindness.
 
      
“I feel cold,” she said, intuitively realizing cold was the opposite of warm. It was a sentence. She was learning. 
 
      
“We've got to get out of here, Trix.”
 
      
Berry turned and started walking toward the back of the cavern. 
 
      
Trixie stood there paralyzed in fear. She couldn't move, her legs wouldn't let her. This was all she knew, she couldn't leave. The thought of what else might be out there in the darkness terrified her. In here, there were bugs, branches, gnarled roots, soft tufts of moss, pretty insects that glowed like stars, images made from light, these were all things she knew, the only things she knew. Out there could be anything. Monsters waited in the shadows.
 
      
Berry turned back to her. He reached out, resting his hands on either side of her neck, gently caressing her shoulders before running his fingers up over her cheeks as he reached in and kissed her lightly on the lips.
 
      
“Oh, what have they done to you, my darling? I am so sorry. I know this must be hard for you, but you're doing great. Just stay with me, okay? Everything's going to be all right.”
 
      
Trixie nodded. Tears ran down her cheeks. 
 
      
Berry held her hand, pulling her along with him as they weaved between the other vivisection platforms scattered throughout the dark cavern. 
 
      
A large hole in the floor loomed at the back of the cave, marking the corridor running through this section of the alien ship. 
 
      
The black abyss frightened Trixie. She remembered it. She remembered being caged. She remembered being dragged from corridor to corridor before being brought into this cavern. And she remembered the strange feeling in her stomach as gravity realigned within the tunnels winding through the alien ship. 
 
      
Shafts of differing sizes branched through the interior of the craft like veins, following paths of organic purpose rather than straight lines. Her memories were like a dream, a haze in the back of her mind, but she knew what to expect as they approached the broad hole in the ground. Thick roots lined the floor, like cables snaking into a shaft, tripping her on the odd occasion. At one point, Berry slipped on the damp roots, falling slowly to the ground. 
 
      
“Like falling in a swimming pool, ain't it?” he said as he caught himself with his outstretched hands. “Not that you'd know too much about getting wet.”
 
      
“Water?” she said, making a connection deep in the recesses of her mind.
 
      
“Yeah,” Berry replied. “That's right. Swimming pools are full of water. And here, on this craft, gravity is weak. It's hard for us, it's like fighting to move through syrup. You can't move as fast as you want to. It feels like you're being held back, but that's because our bodies evolved to move against the pull of one gravity, allowing us to rebound in a natural rhythm, but here, it feels like there's a lag, as though there's some kind of delay.”
 
      
“Syrup?” Trixie asked, struggling to piece together the rest of his sentences. 
 
      
“Oh, you'll love syrup, Trix. It's sweet. Syrup goes well with pancakes.”
 
      
“Pancakes?” 
 
      
“Yeah,” Berry replied, taking her hand again. “There's a lot you're going to have to learn about, Babe, but you'll like them, syrup and pancakes. Just keep talking, Honey. Try not to think about where you are. Try not to think about what's happening. Just keep thinking about syrup and pancakes.”
 
      
Although she knew what was coming, it was still a surprise to Trixie when down became forward and she realized Berry had walked her into the hole. Down had shifted. Down had changed, just as it had when she'd jumped up into the vines and branches on the wall. 
 
      
With her fingers, Trixie pointed, trying to comprehend what had happened. The bell around her wrist rang softly. Down had been a concept she thought she understood. Her old down now lay in front of her, and yet down was still below her. Her mind struggled to grasp that she would no longer fall toward her old down as she  had just seconds before. Berry could see the confusion in her face.
 
      
 
        “Kind of trippy, huh,” he said. “Don't know that we'd ever get used to this, but it means our concept of upright has multiple meanings in just one room. Must be quite something, though, as it increases their usable space by a factor of six. These corridors are the worst, they're winding cylinders, like artery walls, so there is no right way up, all ways are right and all ways are up, all pointing in toward the middle. How the hell they do that without spinning the craft, I don't know. The techs on the 
        Rift Valley
         would be impressed with this stuff, though.”
      
 
      
He let go of her hand, giving her some freedom.
 
      
The roots were larger in the spiraling corridor, reaching up to waist height and, in some places, forming knots slightly over her head. Trixie touched one, feeling it pulsate. Berry seemed to know where he was going, so she pressed on behind him. Her bell rang as her arms swung beside her.
 
      
“We're going to have to lose that bell, Trix.”
 
      
Trixie shook her head. A look of horror crossed her face at the thought of losing her bracelet, but she wasn’t sure why. With her other hand, she silenced the bell. 
 
      
“You can't do that forever, Trix. We've got to be quiet. We can't do anything that would give us away to these buggers. You're going to have to take that off and leave it here.”
 
      
“No,” she replied, fiddling with the silver tag and the bell. If she slipped the woven bracelet down her wrist, she could rest the metallic tag and the bell in the palm of her hand and hold them silent with her fingers.
 
      
“I know it means a lot to you, but I can get you another one.”
 
      
“No,” she repeated, defiant. It felt good to be assertive, to be herself, to express her needs in unambiguous terms. No was such a powerful word. It carried so much depth behind it, far more than warm or cold, pancakes or syrup. Trixie decided she liked no.
 
      
“OK, but you keep that thing quiet,” Berry said, his voice barely audible. 
 
      
“OK,” she replied in a whisper. In the midst of the darkness, in the cold and danger, words became her refuge. Trixie struggled to comprehend everything Berry said, but that he would say something was a relief, a distraction. 
 
      
Critters scurried past her in the dark, clinging to the tangled roots, scrambling along beside her. Centipedes and spiders, at least, that's what they looked like to her. They spooked her. She flinched, trying not to scream as one of them ran over her hand, its claws clinging briefly to her skin. As in the chamber, whenever she put her hand out to steady herself, it seemed one of these creatures would scurry across her soft skin.
 
      
“It's OK, Babe. They're workers, not thinkers. Nothing to be afraid of.”
 
      
“Afraid,” she said, linking another concept in her mind.
 
      
“Nothing to be afraid of,” Berry repeated, edging forward cautiously within the tunnel. He kept low. “They're cleaners, repairmen, mechanics, plumbers. They won't hurt you.”
 
      
“Won't hurt you.”
 
      
“That's right. They won't hurt you. They won't hurt me,” he said, pointing at her and then at himself. 
 
      
“Won't hurt you,” she repeated, touching him in the center of his chest, before pointing at herself and adding, “Won't hurt me.”
 
      
“There. See. You're a fast learner. You and me.”
 
      
“You and me,” she replied smiling. 
 
      
Berry smiled back. 
 
      
Trixie liked it when Berry smiled.
 
      
Berry turned and pushed on, following the contour of a large root with thick vines wrapping around it. The vines appeared to be suffocating the winding trunk. He whispered under his breath, laughing to himself as he said, “Here I am, stuck in a goddamn alien war craft, giving English lessons to a newborn. We're screwed. We are so totally screwed.”
 
      
“Screwed?” Trixie asked, whispering as well, mimicking Berry in as many respects as she could.
 
      
“I'll explain that one to you later. We've got to get the hell out of Dodge before they realize we're on the run and turn us into a pile of prokaryotes. I don’t fancy spending the rest of my life as a mushroom.”
 
      
Trixie stole a look behind them as Berry paused at the intersection of six corridors in the heart of the craft, trying to get his bearings. As she looked back, she could see the point where they had entered the hole. Was it above them or below them, or just behind them? The notion of anchored spatial directions was meaningless within the alien spaceship. When they entered the corridor, up had been sideways. Down, it seemed, was always down wherever they happened to be as they curved around the inside of the vast tube, which was disorienting. 
 
      
Trixie could see the central root they'd followed through the darkened corridor. It had twisted through three hundred and sixty degrees as it wound along the tunnel. They had gone upside down without realizing it, but then, there was no upside down here on the alien ship. 
 
      
The curved veins running along the side of the massive root were teaming with workers streaming back and forth, their phosphorescent bodies glowing with an oily iridescence, providing what little light there was in the cold darkness.
 
      
Trixie reached out, running her fingers over the rough surface of the root beside her. The bark, if it could be called that, was different from the smooth textures in the vivisection chamber. The seemingly wooden surface felt stippled, raised up in hundreds of tiny lumps like the surface of a basketball. She could feel the root throb, pulsing beneath her fingertips with a slight rhythm. There was a harmony to it, a sense of purpose which she found perplexing. 
 
      
 
        The organic nature of the alien spacecraft was a stark contrast to the sterile, lifeless structure of the 
        Swift
        . Trixie’s memory was fragmented, with fleeting glimpses of the white, clean surfaces, the right-angle corners, the hatchways and corridors within their scout craft. These were a huge contrast to the earthy tones and soft curves around her now. She remembered the metallic smell of ozone from the CO2 scrubbers on the 
        Swift
        , like the smell that hung in the air after a thunderstorm. Here, though, the musty smell of decay lingered around her, repelling her. 
      
 
      
When Trixie turned back, Berry was gone. 
 
      
Panic swept over her. 
 
      
Trixie started to call out his name, but thought better of it, not wanting to attract the wrong attention. She clambered forward over a large root, slipping and falling gently onto her back in a wedge between two of the main arteries. 
 
      
What seemed like thousands of beetles, centipedes, spiders and cockroaches scurried over her, filling her with dread. Their spindly legs clawed at her arms, catching in her hair and clinging to her hands. 
 
      
Trixie scrambled to her feet, shaking her arms and flicking the creatures from her body. Although she knew they were nothing like terrestrial insects, the feeling of dirt and decay overwhelmed her, filling her with revulsion. She was manic, grabbing at the creatures and tossing them to the ground. There had only been a handful of them clinging to her, but she continued pulling at her hair, convinced she could feel more of these alien insects crawling over her skin, hiding beneath her dark locks. Try as she may, there was nothing she could do to rid herself of the apparitions in her mind. Even after they were gone, she felt as though they were still scurrying over her, climbing up her arms and along her shoulders. As she watched the creatures scamper away, she knew they were just as startled as she was and just as glad to be rid of her, and yet she felt violated, defiled.
 
      
Trixie pushed on blindly, not sure where she was going, just wanting to get away from that junction, to be free from the terror of the moment. 
 
      
A dim light glowed from an open chamber at the end of a narrow, slowly curving corridor. Thick vines entwined themselves around the artery-like tube. Trixie crept forward, her eyes scanning the darkness.
 
      
“Berry?” she whispered, more to set her nerves at ease from hearing a human voice than to actually find her lost partner.  
 
      
Every couple of feet, she paused, running her hands through her hair to reassure herself there was nothing there. 
 
      
Trixie felt dirty, soiled. Her long hair drifted around her, floating in front of her whenever she paused. The side tunnel was no more than fifteen feet in diameter, making it the smallest artery she had seen. When she stood, her head was within a couple of feet of the gravitationally neutral center of the tunnel, which put unusual stresses on her body. Her feet felt anchored, pulled outward by gravity, but her stomach seemed to float slightly in her chest, while her arms and hair were buoyant, seemingly weightless. 
 
      
Trixie felt a little giddy with blood pooling in her extremities, so she crouched down as she moved toward the dim glow in the distance. She was trying to minimize the weightless effect. She hoped she'd would find Berry in the chamber beyond. As near as she could remember, he’d been heading in this direction.
 
      
A vast spherical cavern opened up ahead of her, stretching out over several hundred yards. At its heart, suspended in mid-air, lay a seething ball of golden dust, swirling like a sandstorm. A dim yellow light shone from the heart of the compressed sphere. It was diffuse, there was no clear boundary marking its outline, just the misty haze of dust fines growing ever denser toward the glowing center. 
 
      
Trixie watched as the creatures, or workers as Berry had called them, formed a living chain, reaching up from the surrounding vines and branches into the swirling storm. She coughed. The powdery dust coated everything, getting in her hair, her eyes, her nose, on her lips and in her mouth, leaving a sharp, sour taste. 
 
      
Trixie pulled her singlet up over her nose and mouth, using it as a filter to breathe through as she watched with fascination. Several strands of living bridges stretched out into the glowing mist from equidistant points around the chamber. These tiny creatures were harvesting the fine dust, carrying it away for use elsewhere. 
 
      
Trixie was curious, although if asked, she couldn't have explained why she was curious, just that she was. The view startled her. It was the inconsistency of the topsy-turvy alien world that got her attention. Some kind of localized gravity caused the creatures swarming around her to stick to the walls of the vast chamber, but the center of the chamber with its bulbous dust cloud didn't seem to be subject to the craft's gravity, it seemed to have its own pull independent of the alien vessel, and that intrigued her. Trixie had expected this sphere to be similar to the shaft, weightless in the center, but it seemed everything in this vast chamber revolved around the dense, glowing dust cloud. 
 
      
Trixie reached down and picked one of the smaller workers off a root, holding him by his shell as his feet splayed helplessly through the air. She tossed him at an angle, sending the creature across the chamber and not directly at the eddies swirling within the dust ball. The cockroach-like animal curved in an arc away from the chamber wall and down into the dust storm, disappearing from sight without having struck any visible surface. 
 
      
“Having fun?” came a quiet voice from behind her. 
 
      
Trixie almost screamed.
 
      
Berry placed his hand over her mouth, pulling her down into a gap between the roots. Trixie flinched, her heart leaping in her throat before the realization struck that Berry had found her. 
 
      
“Don't wander off like that,” he whispered in her ear as he let go.
 
      
Trixie started to protest, wanting to point out that he had left her back at the intersection, when Berry whispered again in her ear, pointing off to one side. 
 
      
“Thinkers.”
 
      
There, on the roof of the circular chamber, was a black shape, much larger than several men huddled together. In the grainy half-light, Trixie couldn't make out much detail, but, like the bugs around her, there was a faint glow of phosphorescence emanating from around the edge of what appeared to be an outer shell. 
 
      
Trixie felt her heart racing. Her mouth went dry. She wanted to run. It was as though she could somehow escape from the alien craft if only she could run fast enough and far enough. Her muscles tensed. Berry must have realized what she was thinking as she poised, ready to spring at the slightest sign of danger. He whispered softly in her ear, saying, “Easy, girl. Don't panic. Keep it together.”
 
      
Trixie found herself breathing heavily, hyperventilating. It was irrational. Somehow, deep down, she knew that size was meaningless. Just because the creatures crawling past her were small didn't mean they weren't dangerous, it had worked out that way because of their function, not their size, and yet the imposing bulk of a thinker intimidated her. It seemed there was strength hidden there, coiled up in that dark body, with its crab-like feet poking out from beneath its shell.
 
      
 
        “Come on,” Berry said, watching the thinker overseeing the extraction of the fine powder. “We've got to get back to the 
        Swift
        . We need to see if we can get her started and get back home.”
      
 
      
“Home?” Trixie asked, the sound of loss in her voice.
 
      
 
        “Yes. Home. Back on the 
        Rift Valley
        .”
      
 
      
Berry inched backwards down the shaft, keeping a wary eye on the thinker moving around the chamber. Staying in the shadows, the two of them moved back to the junction.
 
      
Trixie grabbed at Berry's shoulder and upper arm, not wanting him to creep too far ahead of her. It wasn't the thinkers themselves that terrified her, it was the idea of being caught, the uncertainty about what would happen next. She had an irrational fear of being brutally slaughtered by some dark inhuman monster. 
 
      
The bell on her bracelet rang softly in the dark. Although the sound was soothing to her, Berry whipped around, holding his finger to his mouth, signaling for her to be quiet. Her lips turned down, her head bowed, and she gripped the small bell in the palm of her hand again, feeling scolded. 
 
      
After reaching the convoluted intersection, Berry picked his way slowly across the network of tunnels. The two of them defied gravity as they twisted around and over the ceiling into another major artery. 
 
      
Berry signaled for Trixie to pause. Without turning back toward her, he reached behind, grabbing her shoulder and pushing her down as he crouched low. His eyes were focused on something in the darkness. 
 
      
A thinker scurried past not more than ten feet from them, its millipede-like feet carrying the alien smoothly over the roots. Trixie's heart pounded in her chest. They waited for a few minutes before continuing on in silence.
 
      
Further along the shaft, water pooled in the shallow gaps between the roots. A slippery moss grew on the twisted vines winding around the roots. After ten minutes spent creeping along in the shadows, Berry paused, taking a rest.
 
      
“Look at you,” he said softly, staring back at Trixie for the first time since they left the dust chamber. “You're covered in pollen or something.” 
 
      
He reached out and brushed her shoulders and arms, knocking the dust off her jacket, but it was everywhere, on her face and in her hair. Trixie liked the attention. She liked being groomed and would have loved the opportunity to clean herself. She liked wearing Berry's jacket. It was baggy, with the shoulders hanging down over her arms, but the leather was warm. Even with the cuffs rolled up, her hands barely poked out the bottom of the sleeves.
 
      
“Look at you,” repeated Trixie, and Berry laughed. He ran his hands through her hair, stroking her gently, which felt strangely comforting to her. 
 
      
“You look like me,” Trixie said. Even simple sentences were a struggle, but she felt compelled to make the comparison.
 
      
Berry ran his fingers through his own hair and watched as a flour-like dust settled around him. He smiled. 
 
      
“Yes, look at me too.” 
 
      
His bare chest was coated in the fine white powder. 
 
      
It took another forty minutes of creeping through the twisting main shaft before Trixie noticed any change in the textures within the tunnel. 
 
      
It had been a long time since she'd seen any of the dusty chambers that seemed to be the focus of attention for the workers and thinkers in the heart of the craft. The roots began to get thinner. The side branches spread out in a variety of directions like the veins on Berry’s muscular arms. None of them struck out at a right angle, which seemed curiously inefficient. The bark changed in texture. Now it flaked off easily, breaking into thin wafers. Any loose scraps were quickly picked up by workers and squirreled away into the shadows.
 
      
“We're getting close,” Berry whispered. “By my reckoning, we were easily two miles beneath the surface, but I think we're almost there.”
 
      
A thicket of branches blocked one of the minor shafts further down the tunnel. Berry picked his way around the entrance, moving to what, moments earlier, had been upside down. He was following a trail of workers streaming in and out of the tangled mesh.
 
      
“They're repairing the damage,” he said softly. “This is where they rammed my ship. I think they’re absorbing it, trying to assimilate it like some kind of food.”
 
      
“And me?” Trixie asked. “My ship?”
 
      
“And you,” Berry replied. “Your ship. You were there too. Do you remember?”
 
      
“No.”
 
      
“You were there, Baby,” he said, squeezing her hand, trying to reassure her.
 
      
“I don't ...”
 
      
“Don't remember?” Berry asked tenderly.
 
      
“Just ...”
 
      
“Just a little?”
 
      
“Yes,” Trixie said.
 
      
Gnarled roots twisted around them, slowly sealing off the side tunnel at an imperceptible rate. White, sticky sap oozed from their tips, coating the roots in a thick resin. 
 
      
Berry took care to avoid the sap, staying in the damp recesses of a root ball on the outer rim of the narrow tunnel. He tugged at the branches reaching up to cover the area, bending them so the two fugitives could squeeze through. 
 
      
On the other side, moisture condensed on the rough ground, and they found themselves clambering over the wreckage of the torn, shattered shell fragments of the outer hull. Their progress was slowed by the new growth sealing the rupture. A thicket wound around them. Further down the darkened tunnel they came across the thin, semi-transparent skin of the outer hull. It had grown back over the impact site. Trixie rubbed the cold surface with her hand. The skin was still soft and flexible, almost like a sheet of rubber, but barely an inch thick. The leathery patch she rubbed clean revealed thousands of stars in the distance, tiny specks of light glowing in the black void of space. Trixie gasped at the sight.
 
      
“Pretty trippy, huh?” Berry said, looking at the stars.
 
      
“Pretty,” Trixie replied, confusing his choice of words with her own interpretation of the view.
 
      
“We're in a star cluster, babe.”
 
      
Berry pulled her on, ducking and weaving along the scars carved into the alien craft by their capture. Trixie got her foot caught between some of the roots. Slowly, but painfully, Berry helped her wriggle free. All the while, workers swarmed through the area like an army of giant ants. 
 
      
 
        After what seemed like forever, Trixie saw the titanium hull of the 
        Swift
        , the scout vehicle Berry had piloted through the star cluster. 
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Swift
         had only been a hundred yards away through the new growth, but it seemed like miles to Trixie. It had taken them less than twenty minutes to traverse the jungle of vines, but in Trixie's mind it had taken an eternity. Her hand ran over the smooth, shiny surface of the 
        Swift.
         She appreciated the stark contrast to the alien craft. Just to feel the cool metal beneath her fingertips, the straight edges and gentle curves, felt good. For the first time, she felt as though they were going to escape.
      
 
      
 
        Vines wrapped around the 
        Swift
        , growing up from the roots. A mess of chaotic scaffolding crisscrossed the outer hull of the alien ship above the 
        Swift
        . 
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Swift
         was designed for traveling in space, and having been built in space, she lacked the sleek aerodynamics associated with planetary shuttles that had to contend with flying through an atmosphere. 
      
 
      
 
        There were no windows. There was no need for windows. The 
        Swift
         was built for reconnaissance. She could see far more with her electronic eyes than any human eye could ever register within such a narrow band of the electromagnetic spectrum. Her smooth hull was intended to act as a Faraday cage, isolating the internal electronics from the sophisticated eavesdropping arrays extending out from the craft on its twin booms. 
      
 
      
 
        A boom arm extended fifty feet on either side of the 
        Swift
         to allow for the surveillance of star systems considered potential targets for intelligent life. With an array of dishes and antenna jumbled together in a practical rather than an aesthetically pleasing manner, the 
        Swift
         looked awkward. She was designed as a pre-contact reconnaissance vessel, intended to spy on any alien civilization detected by the large array on the 
        Rift Valley
        . 
      
 
      
 
        Small enough and nimble enough to evade capture by anything man-made, the 
        Swift
         was considered the first option in close surveillance, but she hadn't stood a chance against this alien war craft. The violent capture had snapped both boom arms, leaving the twisted wreckage of the antenna arrays crushed within the superstructure of the alien vessel. 
      
 
      
Trixie watched as Berry examined the crushed array.
 
      
 
        “We’re not going to be able to make contact with the 
        Rift
        .”
      
 
      
 
        Berry ran his hand along the side of the 
        Swift
         as he clambered over the vines. The airlock was positioned forward of the engines. Trixie could see the excitement flooding back into him. His face lit up. His stride widened. His arms found new vigor. 
      
 
      
“I'm surprised there aren’t any guards,” he said to her. “I guess they never thought we'd escape. Or they figure that if they caught us once, they can catch us again. But this time, things will be different. This time, we’ll forget about trying to outrun them, and use our lateral thrusters to out-maneuver them and hide from them. This old hunk of driftwood they command must steer like a brick. We'll deploy mimic decoys and get them chasing shadows. I think we can do this, Trix.”
 
      
Berry opened the airlock, a small circular hatch barely large enough to clamber through without a spacesuit, let alone while wearing one. He slid inside and opened the inner hatch, waving for Trixie to follow as he brought up the lights inside. 
 
      
The airlock looked claustrophobic and cramped, but all things considered, it was better than being in the alien ship. Trixie climbed awkwardly inside.
 
      
“Pull on that lever to close the hatch,” Berry said, and Trixie complied. 
 
      
Watching the metal hatch shut gave Trixie a feeling of being trapped, caught in a metal cage again, but Berry didn't seem fazed by the lock. 
 
      
The light inside the cabin surprised Trixie. It didn't bother Berry, but she found herself squinting in the neon glow, overwhelmed by the intensity of the light, surprised by how it reflected off the white surfaces throughout the spaceship. 
 
      
 
        The inside of the 
        Swift 
        seemed small, much smaller than she remembered. There were glimpses, flashbacks rippling across her consciousness, images of different parts of the interior, but she struggled to grab hold of them. Her memories were fragile, fleeting fragments. The more she tried to remember, the more distant her thoughts became. 
      
 
      
 
        The first thing Berry did on entering the 
        Swift
         was to slip on a singlet. He climbed over the central console, wriggling down into the pilot's seat. Trixie watched, fascinated by how difficult it was to move about the small cabin, but the craft had been designed for zero-gravity, where such movements would be more fluid and natural. Berry grabbed a stick of chewing gum. He twisted around in the cramped seat, wedged in between banks of switches, computer holo-monitors and keyboards. After a few preflight checks, he started the core systems.
      
 
      
Trixie leaned forward, squeezing between the bulkhead and the navigation console just as Berry had, looking intently at the cockpit. She could see the joysticks used to make course corrections in flight, the holo-monitors arrayed like windows around the cockpit and the touch-screen interface exposing dynamic controls. 
 
      
Berry had a few personal effects dotted around his seat. A Bonsai plant in a shallow ceramic pot had been taped down on one side of the cockpit, its soil shrink-wrapped in clear plastic. Its tiny trunk and petite green leaves had been carefully sculptured to look like an acacia tree. Trixie wondered how long that would be kept around given the organic, tree-like structures within the alien spaceship and the horrors they evoked in her. She was sure Berry felt the same way. She couldn't imagine that well-groomed, miniature tree having quite the same appeal after this ordeal. 
 
      
There was a color photo of Berry and his cat on the other side of the cockpit, taped on the edge of one of the monitors. The cat looked like it was a Burmese. Next to that, Berry had stuck a few scraps of paper with quotes on them. The letters were ornate. Trixie wondered what they said, but she couldn't read them. The words looked like symbols, meaningless scribble carefully arranged. They were clearly important to Berry.
 
      
“Gum?”
 
      
Trixie had no idea what gum was, but she accepted anyway. If it was good enough for Berry, she would happily give it a try. 
 
      
Berry tossed her a stick of gum. She popped it in her mouth and chewed, surprised by the burst of flavors on her tongue. She didn't recognize the taste, but her mouth salivated for more. 
 
      
“Nice, huh?” Berry said, bringing the engines online. 
 
      
“Yes. Nice.”
 
      
“A blast from the engines and we should be able to break free,” he added.
 
      
 
        Trixie backed out, away from the cockpit and into the general purpose area. She wondered how they had both fit into such a small craft. There seemed to be barely enough room for Berry, let alone her. The general area, beside the airlock, was covered in small removable panels. A couple of them were open, revealing the complex subsystems that controlled the 
        Swift
        . A sleeping hammock hung vertically beside her. It was oriented such that it would only work in zero gravity. 
      
 
      
Trixie was fascinated by the details around her. She was quite happy to let Berry figure out how to get them out of there, she wanted to explore the panels, to open all of them and see what lay behind them. Trixie was intensely curious about this new, small world.
 
      
“Something’s not right, Trix.” Berry said, looking at an image of workers swarming around the outside of the craft, ignoring it as they went about their business. “This makes no sense. Where are the thinkers? Why haven't they realized we've escaped? Why aren't they trying to stop us?”
 
      
Trixie could see Berry was hesitant about leaving and that surprised her. 
 
      
“We go,” she said, with panic in her voice. “We run.”
 
      
She wanted this to be over with, to get away from the insects, to get as far away as possible. 
 
      
“No. It's too easy,” Berry replied, his hand resting on the control panel. 
 
      
“Go,” Trixie insisted, feeling she had a right to cast her vote. 
 
      
Berry pushed off, sliding out of the command seat and twisting as his back slid on the navigation console. He turned around as he slid, so he could drop down gently beside her, making his dismount look easy. To Trixie, the cockpit was claustrophobic, but Berry was at home in the cramped quarters.
 
      
“We can't go, Babe. Not just yet.”
 
      
He placed his hand gently on her shoulder. From the look in his eyes, she could see he wanted to explain his thinking, not only to her but to himself.
 
      
 
        “It's a setup, a trap, it has to be. You see, Trix, for all of their mind craft, their ability to tap into our thoughts and translate our thinking, they weren't able to find the 
        Rift Valley
        . They know this is a scout ship, it's too small to be out here alone, so they figure there's a mother ship somewhere nearby, but they don't know where.”
      
 
      
He laughed.
 
      
“They don't know where because I don't know where, so when they read my mind, there's nothing there. They must think I'm dumb. It must be so strange for them, so alien to have a pilot that doesn't know his way home, but that's not the way we work. 
 
      
“We humans delegate complex information processing to computers, letting machines handle the navigation between galactic spatial coordinates. But these guys have no such concept of computing. For them, everything is biological. It seems they never discovered the semi-conductivity of silicon and the ability to build complex logic gates into programmable machines. I guess they never had to, their prowess with biotech has meant they've never explored these mechanical possibilities. It must confuse the hell out of them to capture an explorer who doesn't know where he came from, so they're letting us go.”
 
      
“Go,” repeated Trixie, she'd struggled to follow his explanation, but she knew that word. She understood its meaning and she agreed. It was time to go.
 
      
 
        “We can't go, Trix. They'll track us back to the 
        Rift Valley
        , and from there they'll track the 
        Rift
         back to Earth.
      
 
      
“Don't you see? They're pirates, strip-miners, conquistadors. They harvest the most precious commodity in the universe, life. They're after our genetic material, the knowledge of billions of years worth of Natural Selection stored within our DNA. And they mean to use it against us.”
 
      
Although Trixie was struggling to understand the concepts being described by Berry, she could see his eyes opening as his mind pieced the puzzle together.
 
      
“Trix, they're the reason for the silence. For centuries, we've stared at the sky and watched the heavens, listening to the stars, searching for the faintest trace of intelligent life, but there's nothing, nothing but silence. We thought we were special, that we were unique, the first form of intelligent life to reach out into local space, but we're not. 
 
      
 
        “We launched the 
        Savannah
        , the 
        Serengeti
        , and the 
        Rift Valley
        , all to explore the cosmos, to find life, any life, but hopefully intelligent life, and finally we have. But it's a form of intelligence more brutal than our own. I know, because I've been inside their minds. They've already analyzed our DNA, using my DNA, your DNA, the DNA from the bacteria on our skin, from the microbes in our gut, from the dust mites in our hair, from the protein strands in our food, and they've pieced together not only our common ancestry, but our molecular rates of change to partially build our evolutionary tree of life. And they're hungry for more. For them, this is like discovering buried treasure.”
      
 
      
Trixie was lost in his words, mesmerized by his logic. Her eyes glazed.
 
      
“We thought we were unique, Trix. The first to arise out of stardust, but we're not, it seems we're the latest, perhaps the last. You don't shout in a jungle, babe. You stay quiet. But we've been blundering through the interstellar foliage making as much noise as we can, and that's dangerous. There are lions out there, leopards stalking in the dark.
 
      
“It's typical, really,” he continued. “We've always thought that creation was all about us, as though the universe revolved around humanity, but we're latecomers. We've arrived to find the party's already over. 
 
      
“You see, intelligent life didn't flourish on Earth, it was suppressed, held back for hundreds of millions of years by terrible lizards. Well, the name is a misnomer, but the brutal dominance of dinosaurs suppressed the rise of intelligence. A big old T-Rex didn't need smarts to survive, just teeth and claws.”
 
      
Trixie got that. She bared her teeth and held up her hands, making claws with her nails, scratching at the air.
 
      
“Yes, that's it, Trix. Teeth and claws. So it seems the rest of the galaxy must have flourished around us while we were silent, awaiting the rise of intelligent apes. 
 
      
“And that was quick, we went from swinging through the trees in packs, to building campfires for a tribe, all inside of a million years. From there, we went from gazing at the stars in wonder, to plowing through the heavens at close to the speed of light, all within a few thousand years. And the silence we found was not emptiness, it was devastation.
 
      
“These guys are worse than any carnivore or any acid-dripping monster we've ever imagined. They're not after our lives, they're not after our resources, they're after our genetic past. They mean to steal our future, to harvest it, to exploit it.”
 
      
“We run,” Trixie said.
 
      
She didn't understand. He held her face gently in his hands, saying, “Oh, Trix. If we run, we risk everything. They want us to run, they're counting on it. If we run, everybody dies.”
 
      
“We fight.”
 
      
“Yes. We fight.”
 
      
 
        Berry searched through the maintenance cabinets in the 
        Swift
        , pulling out a portable welding kit, a handheld spotlight and some nylon cord. 
      
 
      
Trixie looked inquisitively at each object, realizing from their shape they held some specific purpose and would have to be used in a precise manner. She wasn't stupid, she was ignorant. Her intelligence craved understanding. She desperately wanted to soak up as much as she could from interacting with Berry. His every motion was the subject of intense scrutiny on her part—what he selected, what he chose to leave, how he handled each item, the way he checked equipment was in good working order. There were clues there for her, revealing the nature of these tools. She examined them quickly, making mental notes before placing them carefully on a bench beside her.
 
      
Berry handed her a pack of six acetylene cylinders, each no larger than her forearm, and she realized they contained something intended for consumption. Their identical brass-threaded heads indicated that they were interchangeable. Looking at the threads, Trixie could see how they would screw into something and immediately grabbed the portable welder, checking to see if they would fit into a similar brass fitting she'd observed on that device.
 
      
“Clever girl,” Berry said, watching her.
 
      
Trixie smiled, twisting the handle on the side of one of the cylinder heads. A viscous liquid bubbled up out of the neck of the cylinder, only it wasn't water. It was so cold it seemed to burn. Frost formed on the outside of the cylinder. Vapor and bubbles started seething as the liquid ran down the side of the metal cylinder, dripping on the floor. 
 
      
“Oh, no. Turn that off,” Berry said, to which Trixie responded immediately, turning the handle back the other way.
 
      
“You've got no sense of caution, have you?” Berry mused aloud. “Smell that? That crisp, clean smell? That's dangerous, Trix. This stuff is heavier than air, so it pools low to the ground, at the lowest point. And if there's a spark. BANG!”
 
      
Berry clapped his hands in time with the word bang, and Trixie jumped in surprise, getting the message.
 
      
“Watch,” he said. Grabbing the welding kit he screwed in a smaller, blue cylinder, fitting it up inside the grip of the torch. “This is the pilot fuel. It's good for about an hour. Next you need a regulator.”
 
      
Berry screwed a small brass fitting into the bottom of the welding kit before attaching the cylinder Trixie had been holding. 
 
      
“This regulates the flow of gas, controlling the rate at which the acetylene comes out of suspension.”
 
      
Trixie memorized every motion. Berry held the torch so she could see what he was doing.
 
      
“The trigger controls the flow of gas. This is the safety stop. Cylinder pressure shows up here. Green is good. Red means it's time to change cylinders. This button, on the side, fires the pilot light.”
 
      
Berry flicked the red button and a blue haze appeared at the tip of the torch. The sound of gas flowing excited Trixie. She could see how all the mechanical parts worked together to control something that seemed inherently uncontrollable and dangerous. Berry pointed the torch upwards, holding it out so she could watch as he squeezed the trigger. A burst of bright yellow flame shot out a foot above them, with black soot forming rapidly in the air as smoke. 
 
      
“Oxygen rich. Makes for quite a show.”
 
      
“I like it,” Trixie said. Berry smiled, cutting the pilot flame and switching off the flow from the cylinder. Trixie's eyes were glued to his every move.
 
      
“OK, let's see what else we have to work with,” Berry said, putting down the welding torch.
 
      
 
        Trixie put the spare cylinders carefully next to the welder and waited eagerly as Berry continued rummaging through  the 
        Swift's
         cargo hatches, each one built to maximize any available space in the bulkhead. 
      
 
      
Berry pulled out a pneumatic rivet gun for repairing hull breaches and handed it to her along with some smaller green cylinders full of compressed air. Trixie looked carefully at the gun, noting how Berry held it by the grip, closely examining the trigger. It was similar to the welding torch. Even though it was smaller, it was bulky in her petite hands, being designed for use through the thick gloves of a spacesuit. She could see how the mechanics of it would work, with a belt-fed row of rivets passing up through the handle into an open breech. She couldn't imagine what it was used for, but she could picture how each of these rivets was intended to pass out through the barrel. Berry handed her a few more prepackaged strips of rivets.
 
      
 
        “There's not much to work with,” he said. “But it's all I have. The 
        Swift
         wasn't intended as a military vessel. There's no armament as such, to avoid any provocation, and certainly no anti-personnel weapons, but we've got to do something. 
      
 
      
 
        “Anderson knows the first contact protocols. He'll have taken the 
        Rift
         deep, powering her down to hide her electromagnetic signature. She'll be running on silent. That old dog is probably sitting in the outer debris field around that nebula, blending in with all the junk. I know I would. And if he doesn't hear anything from us, if we fail to arrive at the rendezvous, he'll assume the worst and expect hostilities. But what can we do? We're damned if we stay, damned if we leave.”
      
 
      
 
        Trixie looked content with her new toys, turning over one of the cylinders in her hand. Berry was talking to himself. “We can't flee, but we have to warn the 
        Rift
        .”
      
 
      
Berry scratched the stubble on his chin, thinking aloud. 
 
      
 
        “We could fry our fusion cells. Remove the safety. It'll take them about a day to overheat. But when they go bang, it should have a yield of about twelve kilotons. It won't make too much of a dent in this thing, though. From what I could tell during the capture, it's the size of a small moon. And I suspect our newfound friends have already anticipated this as a possibility, as that would explain why they're sealing the tunnels and thickening the hull below us, but an explosion would give the 
        Rift
         something to work with. Our guys will spot the detonation, they'll recognize the radioactive signature, and they'll pick up on these monsters long before they're flushed out of hiding.”
      
 
      
Trixie was smiling, but she hadn't understood what Berry was saying. Words were becoming clearer, taking on meaning, but he spoke so fast it was difficult for her to string the concepts together in her understanding.
 
      
“Boom, Trix. We'll make a big boom.”
 
      
Trixie understood boom. The onomatopoeic nature of the word resonated with her. She could instinctively hear the meaning in the sound. As the word left his lips, Berry gestured outward with his hands, starting with them in a tight ball and flinging his fingers outward, mimicking an explosion. Trixie liked boom. She smiled. Somehow she understood the violent term being pressed upon her, and it didn't frighten her. She felt excited at the thought of taking the initiative.
 
      
“Oh, Trix. I am so sorry. Your brief light will be too quickly snuffed out. Yours is an intelligence that will never bloom.”
 
      
He kissed her lips softly. She liked the way his lips lingered for a moment, one that, for her, could have stretched on into eternity.  The bell hanging from her bracelet rang softly around them. Berry smiled. The delicate, high-pitched ring had been there all along, tinkling as she'd handled each tool, but it was only now he noticed. For her, it meant life, and he seemed to understand that. Trixie had no idea he was setting in motion her death.
 
      
 
 
    



 
      
2:02 Rift Valley
 
      
 
 
      
Anderson was worried. His coffee had cooled, untouched. Cream settled on the surface. He looked out at the star field wondering what lay out there, who was looking back? With his eyes, he knew he'd never see anything other than the dazzling cluster of stars lighting up the eternal night, but the act of physically looking seemed somehow important. 
 
      
Wisps of interstellar molecular clouds spun off to one side a mere two light years away. They stretched out for over forty light years, dwarfing the stars within the cluster. Gravitational forces were at work, forming a cosmic ballet played out over millions of years, as the cloud was drawn into the cluster and dissipated by its harsh electromagnetic winds. A newborn star on the edge of the dark cloud of hydrogen pushed back the bounds of the swirling gas. Ordinarily, Anderson would have been in awe of such a sight, but the thought of a hostile alien race hidden within the cluster around them worried him.
 
      
 
        The darkness on the bridge of the 
        Rift Valley
         was vaguely familiar. Although he'd never been in the habit of coming up here in the quiet of the evening, he knew others in his lineage had. He remembered those nights as clearly as if they had been his own memories. Having memories of a bygone age, of incidents he'd never witnessed, of events he'd never seen was a little unnerving, but that was the nature of clones. It wasn't supposed to be unsettling, but with the passage of time in his own life, Anderson felt it becoming harder and harder to distinguish his own recollections from those of his predecessors. 
      
 
      
Not every memory stuck, it was mostly the technical thoughts, a collection of facts and figures, theories and concepts, which Anderson found handy. But those memories associated with strong emotions also tended to hang around, clouding his mind like ghosts. And now it was his turn on the bridge at night. It seemed they all ended up here at some point, for one reason or another, as though it were the rite of passage for his clonal series.
 
      
Anderson leaned on the edge of a protoplastic bench that automatically morphed into a usable surface, its artificial intelligence withdrawing the normal array of controls and holographic projectors, leaving it as a blank desktop. The section he leaned against softened subtly, providing him with a bit of padding while automatically calculating the optimum density so as to reduce the load on his skeletal structure and provide him with some comfort. 
 
      
He reached back with his hand, propping himself up as he gazed out of the clear dome surrounding the bridge. The bench stiffened that area of the tabletop, adjusting its angle so it provided an appropriate amount of support.
 
      
 
        For this particular Anderson, it was the loss of five good men that had drawn him to the quiet of the main bridge at night. Engineering had the helm, operating from deep inside the maintenance bay at the rear of the craft, doing little more than watching as the 
        Rift
         glided through the heavens. The Intelligence Group was monitoring the cluster from the science deck, leaving the bridge empty.
      
 
      
He'd sent those five men to their deaths. Not purposefully, but the effect was the same. And as they departed, they all seemed to know what was about to unfold. Their uneasiness was almost precognitive. The goodbyes were personal, heartfelt, as they recognized this was not another training drill. 
 
      
As commander, Anderson wasn't supposed to care. They were doing their duty. This is why they were here—to explore on behalf of mankind, and if need be, to die to protect the human race. Their very presence this deep within the galaxy was a sacrifice, one chosen for them by others. It was a choice they never dared question. What was one more sacrifice? They would all die anyway, sooner or later, and when they died they'd be replaced like a burnt-out light bulb. They knew they were expendable, and they accepted that, they were ordered to accept that, they were clones. Any tears that were shed were a waste. It was like crying over a broken toy. At least, that's the way it was supposed to be, but after a thousand years of isolation, separated from natural-born humans, that distinction had faded. Their emotions had grown like their memories, becoming stronger with each generation that passed. For Anderson, unspoken tension seemed to hang in the air around the crew, like humidity in the tropics waiting for the dark clouds overhead to break into a storm.
 
      
Five good men. 
 
      
Dr. Phillips might be able to pull the same models off the assembly line, but she couldn't replace them. She might have scans of their memories, their personalities and interests, but it was an illusion. With the same bodies and the same experiences, their replacements might seem familiar, but they weren't the same. They were strangers as far as Anderson was concerned. You couldn't replace experience, not real experience, not experience that had been earned through blood, sweat and tears in that particular lifetime. 
 
      
Perhaps his feeling of defiance was personal, he wasn't sure. One day, though, he knew it would be his youthful facsimile standing here in the cool of the evening, a doppelgänger, in every respect identical to him, in every respect except one, it wouldn't be him. He liked that, thinking of his successor as ‘it,’ depersonalizing and distancing the awful truth. 
 
      
Do clones have souls? Does anyone? 
 
      
And what was he? What was this personal detachment from the atoms and molecules that made up his arms, his legs, his torso? What was this intimate sense of presence and perspective that defined his life? 
 
      
He was here. He was self-aware, and that meant alive. But as for the five? There was no heaven for clones.
 
      
The stars were content, the heavens were at peace, and yet, though they seemed settled, the appearance was deceiving. To him, the stars looked fixed, radiating with vibrant light, full of warmth in the bitter cold, they were beacons in the darkness. The reality, though, was that stars were seething cauldrons of superheated plasma, violent and explosive, flaring up in hellish outbursts, raging with fiery storms. Their benign appearance was a lie perpetuated only by distance. The harmony and order they portrayed hid the truth, that they would crush, burn and consume anything that drifted too close. The stars, it seemed, were as much a contradiction as life itself.
 
      
Anderson ran his fingers over his temples and through his hair. 
 
      
 
        The 
        Serengeti
        , the 
        Savannah
         and the 
        Rift Valley
         were mankind's furthermost ventures into space, reaching far beyond the colonized zones. The 
        Serengeti
         had gone north, above the galactic plane in search of intelligent life in other galaxies and the 
        Savannah
         had been commissioned to explore the outer reaches of the Milky Way, charting the star-forming regions of the galaxy. 
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift Valley
         had been given the core. She had been named after the cradle of humanity, that narrow tract of land in Africa where Homo Sapiens had first stepped out of the jungles and begun their journey to civilization. The 
        Rift Valley
         was headed for the bulbous heart of the galaxy, the densely packed star fields that surrounded the center of the Milky Way. The 
        Serengeti
         had the Hail Mary pass, being told to run long and deep, while the 
        Savannah
         and the 
        Rift Valley
         were barely over the celestial scrimmage line. 
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift
         had been tracking the faint electromagnetic output of a potential source of extraterrestrial intelligence for over three hundred years. Buried deep within a star cluster some seven hundred light years from Earth, were three targets. The 
        Rift
         had established that the point of origin for these radio waves was not stellar. They emanated from the proto-disc of a forming star, and from the outer planetary region of two other nearby star systems, one of which was a binary star group. Gravitational tides within the cluster tended to distort distant locations, but by circumnavigating a small portion of the cluster, the 
        Rift
         had managed to lock down the coordinates to within half an astronomical unit, or half the distance from Earth to the sun.
      
 
      
 
        Following first contact protocols, the 
        Rift
         had been cautious, masking its approach by using line-of-sight stars and neutron stars, both before and aft of the craft to mask its engine bloom when maneuvering, and then coasting rather than powering into the cluster. The 
        Rift
         navigated the gravity wells surrounding these stars like an eagle uses thermals, gliding between interstellar Lagrange points, taking the optimal path rather than the shortest path and, in the process, covering its tracks. 
      
 
      
 
        If Anderson had been navigating a mountain range on Earth, the equivalent would have been to stick to the ridge lines, moving from peak to peak and avoiding the valleys. Valleys weren't so bad to enter, but they were difficult to climb out of, and so the easiest course for the 
        Rift
         was to follow the gravitationally neutral points between stars. 
      
 
      
Three hundred years of playing cat and mouse across four generations was coming to an end. Anderson had launched scouts to conduct close surveillance and, potentially, make first contact. But, three months on, five scout ships had been lost, assumed destroyed. Four of them had reported nothing unusual. Their sensor arrays transmitting nothing out of the ordinary right up to the point static dominated the radio waves. 
 
      
The fifth had detected something artificial at a distance of two astronomical units. The only reason this scout had spotted the unidentified object was because the pilot, a middle-aged man named James Berry, had been astute enough to look more broadly at the target system. When his array told him there was nothing unusual, he wanted to know what was considered usual and had idled away his time taking long-range photographs of asteroids, planets and planetoids as his craft plowed slowly through the far reaches of the system. 
 
      
In a series of shots taken of an outer gas giant, resplendent in its swirling patterns of emerald green, Berry caught a glimpse of something black occulting the background stars. A dark shadow passed in front of a portion of the planet like an irregular-shaped moon, and then out across the stars beyond, blocking them briefly from view. Nothing appeared on any of his sensors. His passive radar and thermal imaging suggested it was a low-density asteroid with a poor radar profile. Although the asteroid was large, there were none of the normal echoes associated with a nickel-iron core, ice, carbon or compressed rock, suggesting it was little more than regolith, a loose collection of dust and pebbles bound together by their mutual gravitational pull. 
 
      
Berry had been surprised by the phenomenal rate with which the object moved outward through the planetary system. It was moving too fast to be considered as having a natural motion, as it should have been flung apart before reaching what was an interstellar escape velocity. And its direction was wrong. It was being ejected from the system. 
 
      
Berry calculated that their paths would close to within a hundred thousand miles within a week. With complete autonomy and results streaming back to the Rift, Berry expressed his concern and made the call to withdraw and observe from a distance of ten astronomical units. Anderson agreed. 
 
      
When Berry changed his drift, firing his engines and actively pulling out of the gravity well surrounding the star, the alien craft realized it had been spotted and gave chase. It too changed course, arcing away toward the heliosphere as it raced to overtake the scout craft. 
 
      
Berry changed course again, realizing he'd be overrun within a matter of days. He tried to drive deeper toward the heliopause, the region of space where the solar winds from the energetic young star were halted by the turbulent, interstellar electromagnetic winds within the star cluster. He said he was hoping to hide his scout craft in the noise of the bow shock thrown up into space by this star as it orbited within the cluster. 
 
      
A day out from what the Rift calculated as the intercept point, just shy of the termination zone for the solar winds, number five went silent. Whether this was a countermeasure by Berry, trying to lower his electromagnetic profile and evade capture within the magnetic anomalies in that region, or whether the alien craft had jammed communications or possibly destroyed the scout, no one knew. But there were three things Anderson knew for sure. 
 
      
They weren't alone. 
 
      
They'd been spotted long before they spotted anything unusual.
 
      
And their counterpart’s intentions were aggressive, probably hostile.
 
      
Anderson was worried.
 
      
While making out his report for Earth, he wondered who would read it, what they would make of it, and if it would cause more problems than it would solve. 
 
      
Space-time distorted everything. 
 
      
Humanity was ill-equipped to handle the vastness of space and the immense passages of time that transpired within even the simplest of interstellar interactions. They'd seen this already, with the colonists around Teegarden's star, a mere twelve light years from Earth. 
 
      
 
        Even the simplest of requests could take the best part of someone's career to fulfill. With hundreds of light years between the 
        Rift Valley
         and Earth, and over a thousand years difference in terms of elapsed time, Anderson wondered if he was sending a report to a dead planet, one that had already encountered this interstellar race and been driven to extinction. That was the fear, that any alien interaction would be as brutal as the Spanish conquest of South America, or the Japanese rape of Nanking in China, with atrocities comparable to those of the British in South Africa during the Boer War. He also considered that the 
        Rift Valley's 
        intentions might have been misinterpreted and misunderstood, their stealth having been mistaken for a threat. 
      
 
      
Maybe this alien species had spread asymmetrically and had already made contact with mankind in other regions. They could have established diplomatic relations centuries ago, and neither he nor his alien counterpart would know. They could end up firing on each other like border guards on some long forgotten frontier, relics of ignorance and intolerance. 
 
      
Intergalactic space was big enough for everyone, both species could have peacefully coexisted for hundreds of years already, and so Anderson's warning would be a somewhat quaint and amusing artifact of this chronological distortion. 
 
      
The most likely scenario, though, was that this was a first contact, perhaps the first contact ever, and the exact nature of mankind’s first interstellar relationship would take years to flesh out, maybe decades or even centuries before it resolved into its final form.
 
      
 
        Would anyone remember those five that died in the initial foray? Would anyone care? Anderson cared. Apart from the crew of the 
        Rift Valley
        , at least those who had known these men personally, no one else would ever see them as anything more than a byline in history. He'd sent them out alone, and they'd died alone. 
      
 
      
 
        Anderson peered at the vast molecular cloud below the 
        Rift Valley
        , at least it was below from his current orientation. Its dark clouds were illuminated by the solar wind streaming off a pair of newborn stars. The musty, brown cloud was the perfect place to hide, with its billowing tendrils reaching out over seven light years across, but that was precisely why Anderson hadn't taken the 
        Rift
         into this region. It was too obvious. If this were his back yard, he'd be watching those clouds like a hawk. Any passage through the molecular hydrogen would leave a wake, while any powered maneuvers would leave an infrared smudge glowing behind them. Accelerating would be taxing, as the thick hydrogen would compress in front of the 
        Rift
        , pushing their shields beyond design constraints. No, as tempting as it was to sit inert, drifting with the cloud, blending invisibly into the background, if they were sprung it would be disastrous.
      
 
      
 
        Anderson understood his duty to the ship. It extended far beyond the four hundred men and women on board. His was an obligation to future generations, both onboard the 
        Rift
         and back on Earth. He had dispatched a second wave of three scouts, but only to observe the agreed rendezvous point for the first wave. They were to remain cold for a period of five months, silently watching, waiting, but he knew it was futile. The rendezvous was at a Lagrange point between three nearby stars, just shy of the molecular cloud. 
      
 
      
The scouts were to passively observe from at least forty astronomical units, entering a natural orbit around each of the stars so as to blend in with any far-flung Oort-cloud-like debris as they faced outward, looking toward the gravitationally neutral Lagrange point. The scouts were instructed to observe any survivors silently for at least a week before making contact. 
 
      
At forty astronomical units, the distance between the scouts and any survivors would have been beyond the orbit of Pluto were they in orbit around Earth. Anderson hoped it was far enough, but his adversaries had already proven themselves adept in celestial warfare. 
 
      
The hunt was on. The game was afoot.
 
      
 
 
    



 
      
2:03 Offensive
 
      
 
 
      
Trixie stood next to Berry, twisting on the balls of her feet, her knees crossing slightly as she squirmed. Berry hadn't noticed, and she wasn't sure how to describe it to him, but his eyes suddenly registered and he seemed to know what was going on. 
 
      
“I'm sorry, Babe. Do you need to go to the bathroom?”
 
      
He squeezed past her as he added, “Do you need to relieve yourself?”
 
      
Trixie was silent. She wasn't sure how to respond. She wanted to say, “Yes,” but she felt an overwhelming need for privacy.  
 
      
 
        Berry opened a hatch on the side wall in the 
        Swift
        , and twisted a unidirectional seat around so it faced their current gravitational orientation. He pushed on the soft, molded plastic until it locked in place. 
      
 
      
“Here you go,” he said. “Sorry, there's no curtain or anything. But you can wipe yourself with these damp cloths. They're sterile, anti-bacterial. Get recycled over and over again. Not that you'd ever know it.”
 
      
Trixie stared at the small seat with a hole in the center, and noted the bowl beneath it. There was the soft sound of suction forming a draft within the stainless steel bowl, ready to draw down any liquids. She looked back at Berry, getting the general idea.
 
      
“Go on. It's OK.”
 
      
In the light gravity, it was easy to spring up beside him and land on the fold-away toilet. She turned around, squatting down with her feet straddling both sides of the seat. 
 
      
“No! You sit down on it,” Berry said, seeing her starting to pull her singlet up to her waist. He pointed at the seat. Trixie batted his hand away, signaling for him to turn around and face the other direction.
 
      
“Okay, okay. I won't look,” added Berry, turning toward the airlock. “I was just trying to help. If you sit down, you'll be more comfortable.”
 
      
Berry whistled as he rummaged through one of the storage lockers with his back to her. Trixie wasn't sure if he was pretending to look for something or not, and she'd never known him to whistle, so he seemed nervous, more nervous than when they were clambering through the bowels of the alien ship. This was the closest she was going to get to privacy within the cramped confines of the scout craft so she sat down on the seat as Berry suggested, and felt relief. 
 
      
“I might use that after you,” Berry said, without looking. “So don't flush. Although, you probably don't know how to flush, do you?”
 
      
“No,” Trixie said after a few seconds. Apart from the soft ring of the bell on her wrist, these words were the first sound she'd made in the whole episode, which surprised her. These were new feelings, the need for personal space and privacy, and she was struggling to adjust to them.
 
      
 
        She finished up, impressed by the warm, moist towelettes. She and Berry swapped spots in the narrow bulkhead of the 
        Swift
        . Berry said, “No peeking.”
      
 
      
Trixie was happy to oblige. She mimicked Berry, looking through the lockers and pulling out anything interesting. 
 
      
“That's hydraulic oil,” Berry said from behind her. She placed the shiny silver can on the ground and looked in another locker. There was a machine with a touch-screen flat panel inside the waist-high compartment. 
 
      
“It's an organic constructor. Not much in the way of supplies, though, so it can only do the basics. Are you hungry?”
 
      
Trixie turned, surprised by the whoosh of air and water as the toilet flushed. Berry tucked in his singlet and tightened his belt. 
 
      
“Say, protein bar,” he called out, seeing her curiosity at work.
 
      
“Protein bar,” repeated Trixie and the organic constructor whirred to life. Seconds later, the door popped open and a warm, sweet smell wafted through the air. 
 
      
Trixie grabbed the bar and bit into it, holding it with both hands and biting through the middle. The door to the constructor closed automatically.
 
      
“Normally, you start at one end,” Berry said. “Can you get one for me?”
 
      
“Protein bar,” Trixie said, and the machine whirred to life again. Another bar of compressed protein popped out. Trixie tossed it to Berry as she again commanded, “Protein bar.”
 
      
Berry laughed as the machine complied a third time. “Well, if we're going to go out fighting, it might as well be on a full stomach.”
 
      
Trixie ate the second bar, enjoying the meaty flavor. 
 
      
Berry handed her a bottle of water. She looked at it suspiciously, sniffing it. 
 
      
“It's just water,” he assured her.
 
      
Berry took the bottle from her and loosened the top. Raising it above his head, he drank a few large gulps. Trixie copied him, spluttering as the water splashed around her mouth.
 
      
“You've got to swallow, silly.”
 
      
She tried again, but it seemed too quick for her, too unnatural. Water dripped down her front, wetting her singlet, so she changed tactics and drank slowly, taking small sips, flicking at the water with her tongue. 
 
      
“Oh, we're in a pickle, Trix. What a mess!”
 
      
The water washed away the fine dust on her neck and upper chest, revealing her natural coloration beneath the chalky dust. 
 
      
“Yes, what a mess,” Trixie said, laughing at herself as she looked down at her wet shirt. Seeing her clean skin highlighted just how dirty the two of them were from the fine dust within the heart of the alien craft. 
 
      
 
        The 
        Swift
         rocked slightly. The sound of claws scraping on the metal hull echoed around them. 
      
 
      
“I'm so sorry, Trix. I wish there was another way,” Berry said. 
 
      
Tears welled up in his eyes. In the low gravity, his tears formed large drops in the corner of each eye. As he blinked, they slowly ran down his cheeks, but Trixie barely noticed. She was rubbing her fingers together, surprised by the smooth feeling between her thumb and forefinger as she rolled the fine paste around. The water and powder had combined to form a slick, oily film. Berry reached over and took some from her. 
 
      
“Trixie, you beauty. There's some kind of refined hydrocarbon mixed in with this powder, perhaps even a form of petroleum. The water is causing it to separate. Do you know what that means?
 
      
“Of course you don't, it means that dust ball we saw is flammable. It's no wonder they hid them within the belly of their ship, they're some kind of fuel reservoir, they're weak spots. From the outside, we couldn't make a dent in this thing, its dense network of branches and roots would flex and absorb the energy of an explosion. Given the size of this ship, even a nuke would be confined locally, but set off even a small spark down inside that dust storm, and boom!”
 
      
“Boom,” added Trixie, copying his previous example, using her hands to mimic an explosion.
 
      
“Boom,” Berry repeated, smiling, raising his eyebrows. “The oxygen mix on this craft is about 30%. It's way more than we need, which is why even when you're jumping around the place you're barely breaking a sweat. Their metabolisms must burn through the stuff at an amazing rate, but that will work in our favor. Any flame will spread like wildfire.
 
      
“And that dust storm, it's one of at least four others I've seen in this section alone, all linked together. There must be hundreds of them throughout the ship, maybe thousands given the size of this craft. That dust is so fine it's going to have a massive, diffuse surface area relative to its volume. This is chemistry 101. Small volatiles in suspension are capable of rapid expansion, rapid reaction. In that confined space, it would make a huge chemical explosion, a big boom.”
 
      
Trixie liked that. “Big, big boom.”
 
      
“Yes. Big, big boom. From the inside out, daisy-chaining throughout the interior of the ship, from one chamber to another. If we can set off one of these things, it's going to be like a detonator for the others, setting off a chain reaction.”
 
      
“BANG!” Trixie said, clapping her hands together as Berry had done previously. The bell on her bracelet rang as she clapped. 
 
      
“Oh, yes. These are the kind of fireworks we want to see. This would tear their craft apart, splitting it open.”
 
      
Berry was biting his lip. It surprised Trixie. Something was up.
 
      
 
        “Trix, Honey. You need to leave your bracelet here on the 
        Swift
        .”
      
 
      
Trixie grabbed at her wrist, hiding the rainbow bracelet and the small bell beneath her hand.
 
      
Berry held out his open palm.
 
      
She dropped her eyes, looking at the ground sheepishly.
 
      
“It'll still be here when you get back.”
 
      
Trixie was silent.
 
      
“Trix. This is hard enough as it is. We need to avoid any noise that would give us away.”
 
      
She didn't say anything. To her, this simple piece of jewelry was a connection with her misty past, it was something that defined her, anchored her. It was irrational, she knew that, but emotionally giving up her bracelet was the hardest thing she could do.
 
      
“Trust me,” Berry said.
 
      
She looked at him with tears in her eyes. Her mouth was turned down. Her lips quivered. She wasn't sure why she felt this way, but the feeling was real. In the midst of the craziness of being trapped on an alien spacecraft, the bracelet gave her hope. But Trixie trusted Berry. She had to. Apart from the bracelet, he was all she had. She slipped it off and dropped it in his hand. Berry leaned in and kissed her on the forehead.
 
      
“You're doing well, babe. Hang in there. Just stay with me. We're going to make it through this.”
 
      
He put the bracelet on the engine cowling.
 
      
“It'll still be here when we get back. Okay?”
 
      
“Okay,” Trixie said. Already, she felt better. Trusting Berry helped her confidence grow. He was strong. She could be strong.
 
      
“All right. Let's see what we can use from around here.” Berry rummaged through one of the cabinets. “We could use the acetylene from the welding rig, that would be a good fuel source.”
 
      
Berry fired up the portable welding torch. Trixie liked the flame. It was both pretty and powerful. She stepped back, watching closely, intrigued by the flickering blue light. With his left hand, Berry ran his fingers through his hair, shaking loose some of the dust from the cloud they'd seen within the heart of the alien ship. Flashes of light crackled, dancing on the blue flame as the dust drifted through the air.
 
      
“That'll work,” he said. “Big boom.”
 
      
Trixie clapped her hands with excitement.
 
      
 
        “We need a fuse,” he added. “Something to delay the blast and give us time to get back here to the 
        Swift
        .”
      
 
      
Berry lit the end of the nylon cord and watched, turning off the torch with a crack as the gas stopped flowing. A flame flickered at the end of the cord for a few seconds, melting the nylon, but it soon went out. Berry cut the end off and tried again. 
 
      
Trixie was intrigued. She dropped down on her haunches, her elbows resting on her knees as she crouched there, watching Berry intently, absorbing his every move. She was hungry for more than imitation, she wanted to understand his reasoning, to think like he thought.
 
      
Berry picked up the silver can of synthetic hydraulic oil.
 
      
“This stuff doesn't burn very well,” he said, explaining his thinking. “But maybe that's what we need, something slow burning.”
 
      
He soaked part of the nylon cord in the oil, making a mess on the floor. Sealing the can, he wiped his hands clean on a pair of overalls, and lit the welding torch again. This time, the smoldering nylon kept burning, slowly eating up the cord. Drips of burning oil and molten plastic dropped to the floor.
 
      
“I think that will work,” he said, stamping out the flames. “A couple of yards should give us a good ten to twenty minutes, long enough to clear the area. We'll use two separate fuses to give ourselves some redundancy, because if this doesn't work, there's no going home.”
 
      
Berry tossed Trixie a backpack. Instinctively, she knew what to do, and started loading the spare acetylene cylinders into the bag. Berry fed the nylon into the oil can, allowing it to coil inside the metal container and handed the sealed can to Trixie. He tore off some duct tape and stuck two extra cylinders to his welding rig. Berry tossed the tape to Trixie. It barely touched her hands as she swung it straight into the backpack. 
 
      
Trixie picked up the rivet gun.
 
      
“You like that, huh?”
 
      
“Yes,” she said, smiling.
 
      
“Okay, when firing it, you need to keep the guard pulled down or it's going to jam. The guard is hardened steel, designed to cause the rivets to mushroom. I don't know how well the aluminum compound rivets are going to go against those shells, but it's better than fighting with bare hands. Try to aim for soft spots, gaps around their shells, eye stalks, antenna, things like that.”
 
      
“Okay,” Trixie replied, feeling quite confident with the bulky machine in her hand. She picked up a couple of spare compressed air cylinders and taped them together the same way Berry had, making sure she put the tape back in the bag.
 
      
A red warning light started flashing in the cockpit.
 
      
“Fusion cells are heating up,” Berry said. “At least if we don't make it back, we'll leave them with a nice surprise. It's now or never, babe. Are you ready?”
 
      
“Yes,” Trixie said, with a look of intense focus on her face, her lips pulled tight, her muscles tense.
 
      
Berry opened the inner hatch and climbed into the airlock. He clambered past the extravehicular suit hanging on the wall and started opening the outer hatch. A readout on the side of the airlock showed the pressure outside, including the mix of gases, and warned him the inner airlock door was still open. With his welding torch leading the way, its soft blue flame flaring up in the oxygen-rich atmosphere, Berry crawled forward out of the outer hatch. Trixie followed behind him, shuffling the bag in front of her as she wriggled through the airlock.
 
      
 
        Outside the craft, the thinkers had gathered. Their thick leathery carapaces glistened in the soft light as they surrounded the 
        Swift
        . Workers scurried away from the burning light of Berry's torch. He opened the pressure regulator on the welding rig, twisting it beyond the safety mark, and squeezed the trigger. A burst of acetylene flared out in the light gravity, spraying in an arc some twenty feet around him as he turned. The thinkers pulled back, biding their time, watching, observing, calculating. 
      
 
      
Fire roared from his torch, crackling in the dry honeycomb of branches that made up the inner hull. 
 
      
Trixie crawled out of the airlock behind him. Flames licked at the darkness. Branches glowed in soft orange and yellow hues as they smoldered in the shadows.
 
      
Workers scurried in to control the fire, spitting fluids on the flames. 
 
      
 
        Trixie slid down the side of the 
        Swift
         and came up beside Berry, the backpack slung over her right shoulder. She pulled down on the guard of her rivet gun, readying herself to fire, not sure what it would feel like or how easy it would be to aim. Adrenaline surged through her veins, exciting her. 
      
 
      
 
        Her eyes adjusted from the bright lights of the 
        Swift
         to the darkness of the alien craft, and she was shocked to see how many thinkers congregated in the distance. Sets of four dark eyes, arranged in a crescent, reflected the glowing fires in front of them. She tried to count them, turning and looking around her, above her, below her, but they were several layers deep, stretching back into the tangle of black branches beyond. There must have been hundreds of them.
      
 
      
“It's a Mexican stand off,” Berry said, making his way around the front of the craft. “I don't think they expected this. Come on, we need to move quickly and keep them guessing.”
 
      
He dropped down into one of the gouges left by the crushed antenna array. Thinkers followed close behind. The regrowth in the groove carved into the inner hull was thinner than the treetop-like path they'd followed back to their ship, allowing them to move easily toward the network of tunnels within the alien craft. 
 
      
Ducking and weaving through the limbs and branches, they hurried forward. The small worker beetles, normally moving with such purpose and precision, were in chaos, darting to get away from them, fleeing from the danger. 
 
      
Berry turned a couple of times, unleashing a burst from the welder, lighting up the darkness. Thin branches caught fire, flaring in the oxygen-rich environment.  
 
      
“Hopefully, this will give them a few more headaches to worry about beyond just us.”
 
      
Through it all, the thinkers kept their distance, hanging back. The giant bugs were taking multiple paths as they followed Berry and Trixie. Some of them were directly behind the two fugitives, tracing their steps through the undergrowth, while others moved up high through the vines and branches that braced the superstructure.   
 
      
 
        Trixie slipped, her feet falling through the undergrowth, and she found herself dangling above the scaffold-like superstructure of the alien craft. She dropped the bag, but it caught on a lower branch. Berry grabbed her, pulling her back up and helping her to her feet. He leaned down and picked up the bag, tossing it over his shoulder. Firing a burst of acetylene, he pressed on, pushing forward through the branches, heading toward the tunnels that twisted back into the heart of the alien craft. Ahead, just above them, Trixie could see the thin outer hull, the point at which the 
        Swift
         had been captured.
      
 
      
“I don't get it,” he worried. “They're letting us run without a fight. Something is wrong.”
 
      
With that, they cleared the thicket and emerged in a narrow tunnel leading to the broad network of roots and vines that traced their way into the heart of the alien craft. 
 
      
Several thinkers scrambled in the distance in front of them, scurrying away from them, fleeing down through the tunnel. 
 
      
Berry pushed on. 
 
      
Trixie held back, fiddling with her rivet gun, clearing some debris from the nozzle. Holding the guard down, she fired at a thinker closing in on them from the rear, before pushing on after Berry. The lack of reaction from the menacing creature confused her. The thinkers weren't trying to catch them, they were directing them. Berry seemed to come to the same conclusion as she joined him in the constricted tunnel. 
 
      
“They're herding us,” he said. He too had been thinking about the way the thinkers had flanked them, pushing them toward the tiny tunnel. “They're directing us to where they want the battle to occur. Quick, go back!”
 
      
As he spoke, workers swarmed in from either end of the side-tunnel. Climbing over each other, they formed a series of spindly arms that reached through the air, like branches cutting across the narrow tunnel, sealing the two of them in the cramped conduit. 
 
      
“This way,” Berry said, turning and making a run for the main tunnel.
 
      
Berry let out a burst from the welding torch as the creatures formed a mesh across the mouth of the tunnel. Flames licked at the insects. Workers screamed, their bodies burning, their innards boiling. The heat fused them together, turning them from a chain of living links into charred bars blocking the path. 
 
      
Another swarm of workers closed in on them from the rear of the tunnel. 
 
      
Trixie fired her rivet gun in rapid succession. The wheeze of the pneumatic breech cycling through the tiny, needle-like rivets resounded through the air, but it was useless, there were too many of them and they were too small. Anything she hit was by accident. The workers were being orchestrated by the thinkers. In the confines of the tunnel, they only had to contain two ends to control the battle. 
 
      
Berry hacked at the smoldering remains of the workers blocking the exit. The butt of his cylinder chipped away at the charred mass as more workers swarmed around his feet, climbing up his legs and tearing at his clothes, but the fused shells he struck out against were like iron bars.
 
      
Trixie screamed. 
 
      
Berry struck at the tiny creatures in vain, swinging with his arms, trying to knock them off his body, but their numbers were too great. 
 
      
Normally, the workers glowed with phosphorescence, but they had doused their biological lights, attacking in the dark. Like a swarm of centipedes, spiders, cockroaches and beetles, the workers clambered over Trixie's legs in their hundreds. She jumped, twisting as she sailed through the air to the roof just a few feet above her, sending the alien insects scattering down the tunnel. The roof instantly became her floor, but workers teemed over all sides of the tunnel. They assailed her, pinning her down with their sheer weight of numbers. As she thrashed with her arms, she caught sight of Berry, upside down on the roof relative to her. His outline was barely recognizable. He fought, lashing out with his arms, but slowly sank under the swarm. The last thing to disappear beneath the sea of tiny creatures was his right hand, still clinging to the welding torch. The blue pilot flame flickered briefly before the tunnel was plunged into darkness.
 
      
At the end of the tunnel, a solitary thinker watched from outside the bars. It seemed calm, almost pleased. Trixie fought to raise her rivet gun, fighting against the horde to bring the barrel to bear on the thinker. Whether it knew what she was trying to do or not, she didn't know, but it was content to watch her futile struggle against the horde of workers. The thinker's beady, black eyes were barely visible in the half-light. 
 
      
With all her might, Trixie struggled, but the workers clambered over her face, scratching her cheeks, tearing at her forehead and clawing at her neck. Panic overwhelmed her, fear surged through her veins. She dropped the rivet gun, suffocating, gasping for air under the crush. She choked, frantically pulling at the bugs, trying to fling them away, but her arms felt like lead under the weight. 
 
      
Workers bit at her fingers, cutting into the soft flesh. With her eyes shut tight, she swung her head, trying desperately to free herself as tens of thousands of spindly legs pricked at her body.
 
      
Darkness overwhelmed her.
 
      
Again.
 
      
 
 
    



 
      
2:04 Awake
 
      
 
 
      
The darkness gave her no reason to wake. 
 
      
Trixie's body ached. Her right shoulder was in agony, the muscles sore and stiff. Spasms of pain shot down her arm, throbbing close to the bone. She moved, arching her back only to have her body rebel against the surge of pain, and so she folded back in on herself, curling up in a fetal position yet again. 
 
      
Lying there was strangely familiar, almost comforting in the midst of the pain. These were her first memories repeated, the dust on the ground, the roots uncomfortably winding across the floor beneath her. This time, though, she was dressed. The torn jacket kept her upper body warm. Dried blood had caked on her face. She brushed it with her hands, feeling the thin cuts still raw beneath her fingertips. Fresh blood oozed from the wounds on her neck, hundreds of small bites formed painful welts. Her fingers brushed against them, feeling the raw bite marks and scratches. 
 
      
She opened her eyes. That simple act reinforced something she hadn't expected. She was alive. 
 
      
Beside her lay the backpack, its contents strewn across the ground. 
 
      
Cylinders lay scattered haphazardly against the roots throughout the chamber. 
 
      
Her rivet gun was there, as was Berry's welding torch, but the gas cylinder had been removed and lay idly to one side, just a few feet from her. 
 
      
 
        Dents and scratches marred the cylinder, making it seem much older than it had appeared under the bright lights of the 
        Swift
        . The creatures had vented their frustration on these strange instruments from another world. She wondered if they understood them. She didn't. She knew how the torch worked, but she didn't know why. Perhaps it was lost on them as well. 
      
 
      
In the darkness, Trixie could hear sounds, clicks and grunts, along with tapping on wood, or, at least, the alien equivalent of wood. Workers raced past, ignoring her. They seemed to have more purpose than she'd seen before. The phosphorescent glow lining their shells cast a soft light along the roots within the vivisection chamber. 
 
      
Trixie knew exactly where she was before she rolled over to see Berry suspended in a force field again. It was the smell. The stench of rot filled her nostrils, only the smell was slightly different. It was sharper, crisper than the pungent odor she'd woken to last time. The smell seemed to be a contrast of different odors, confusing her.
 
      
Two thinkers stood in front of Berry, their hunched shell-backs towering over him. An array of long, thin, crab-like arms extended from below each carapace, allowing them to manipulate objects like humans would with their fingers. Trixie had never been this close to a thinker. Hundreds of arms extended down what appeared to be the thorax, slowly thickening into a cluster of legs near the ground. Their carapaces were different to those of the workers, with more of a matte sheen than a shiny shell. Their backs were thick and rough, like worn leather. 
 
      
The closest thinker turned toward her and she froze, somehow hoping she was invisible. Its cold dark eyes didn't betray any emotion beyond a clinical detachment.
 
      
“She doesn't know anything,” Berry cried, seeing Trixie was awake. “Leave her alone.”
 
      
Trixie got to her feet and started backing away as the thinker moved toward her, its sea of legs carrying it smoothly off the vivisection platform and down toward her. 
 
      
“No,” she moaned, terrified by this vision of the night. Given its size, it could have swallowed her whole. In the darkness, its black limbs danced around her like shadows.
 
      
Trixie started to turn when she felt thousands of needles piercing her skin, running from her lower back, up her neck and across her skull. A flash of pain cut through her like lightning. Her body broke in spasms as she was caught from behind by another thinker.
 
      
::Zzzzzht Xxxxxht Cccccht.
 
      
“Don't let them in, Trix,” Berry shouted.
 
      
::Vvvvvht Bbbbbht Nnnnnht.
 
      
Trixie moaned. A searing pain stabbed at her forehead as though someone had jabbed a razor-thin knife up behind her right eye and into her brain. The world seemed to narrow. Her torso twisted with involuntary muscle contractions. Her legs felt as though they were disconnected. The right side of her body, from her lips and cheek, to her arm, hand, leg and foot all trembled, shaking in a quiver.
 
      
::Mmmmht Kkkkkht Lllllht.
 
      
“Stay strong,” Berry yelled. “You can do this, Trix. Keep these bastards at bay. Don't let them inside your head.”
 
      
It was too late. Trixie didn't know what they'd done or how, but the bizarre sounds shouting within her skull fell quiet. Slowly, they formed into words. While before she had thought for herself, speaking within her head, articulating her feelings for herself alone to hear, now others did the same, thinking for her.
 
      
::Does she know?
 
      
::She does not know.
 
      
::How could she know?
 
      
The terms were coarse, the words broke with staccato inside her mind, but somehow they made sense.
 
      
::The female is weaker than the male.
 
      
::He is the thinker. She is the worker.
 
      
::She is his play-thing, his pet, his toy.
 
      
“Oh, Trixie,” Berry wept, seeing her eyes rolling into the back of her head. She could hear him, but she couldn't respond. Her mind and her consciousness seemed to be separated one from the other, so that she could observe herself but couldn't act. 
 
      
::She does not know where the star-wanderer resides.
 
      
::They are pathetic. They know nothing. Their thoughts are so shallow. They have no concurrency and they process thoughts sequentially, so slowly. How have they been able to traverse the stars?
 
      
::He pilots his ship, but he knows nothing of where he goes or where he came from. How is that possible? Who would have a pilot so stupid?
 
      
“Fight it, Trix. They push their way in, but you can push them out. You've got to focus. You've got to think about something else, anything else. Crowd them out.”
 
      
::Can we burrow from her mind to his?
 
      
::Maybe he lies. 
 
      
::Maybe he knows but he buries. 
 
      
::We shall link them, drain him and examine him with her.
 
      
For a moment, the thinkers relaxed, and Trixie slumped in the arms of her captor. She watched as the thinker on the platform reached through the force-field as Berry struggled.
 
      
“Stay away from me, you spawn of hell. Stay—”
 
      
Tears ran from her eyes. Berry's head jerked back as he struggled to resist, but his efforts were brief. 
 
      
Her thinker renewed her interrogation and Trixie felt herself propelled back into the depths of her mind.
 
      
::Cross them, dump them.
 
      
::She shall see, then we shall see.
 
      
::She is weak. She will reveal all. She will tell us what he knows.
 
      
Her mind flooded with thoughts, visions, sounds, colors, smells, words. 
 
      
 
        Trixie found herself standing on the broad deck of the 
        Rift Valley
        . 
      
 
      
 
        The flight deck was sparse. She was surprised by its size. Everything she'd known since she first awoke on the alien craft had been cramped and claustrophobic. Even the vivisection chamber with its high ceiling wasn't that wide, but the hanger deck on the 
        Rift Valley
         extended for hundreds of yards around her. Thick lines painted on the deck directed the motion of construction craft and starships in broad curves, being designed for the safety of the engineers and mechanics. Exclusion zones were marked with thick stripes of yellow and black, sectioning off portions of the floor. Couplings and valve handles lay level with the deck, covered with transparent plexiglass. Hatches and access ways lay just below the surface, hidden by steel grates.  
      
 
      
Commander Anderson stood at the head of the small group of pilots, addressing them informally before they departed on their reconnaissance mission. 
 
      
He shook each man's hand, smiling as he spoke. 
 
      
Five craft rested in the launch bay, their hulls floating just a few feet from the ground. Each of them was slightly different, individually crafted, with their antenna boom folded up prior to launch. 
 
      
 
        Trixie didn't recognize the 
        Swift
        , but Berry did, and that recognition excited her.  She beamed with pride looking down at their lifeboat. But where was she? She wanted to look around, to turn and look behind her, but Berry hadn't looked behind so neither could she. Mechanics poured over the 
        Swift
        , making last minute adjustments, triple checking systems. Anderson was talking with Berry, but she couldn't hear what he was saying. Berry, it seemed, couldn't recall the exact words to mind.
      
 
      
::Still he fights, still he resists.
 
      
::We must break him down, make him reveal.
 
      
::They are sensitive. They feel damage as a physiological response. We can exploit this.
 
      
 
        Suddenly, Trixie was standing in the hydroponics bay in the mid-decks of the 
        Rift
        . 
      
 
      
Leafy green plants swayed in the artificial breeze around her. It was humid, she was sweating, Berry was sweating. 
 
      
As Berry turned, she turned, she could see orchids, resplendent in their blues and reds. She wanted to look more closely at them, but Berry walked past them and she floated on with him. Trixie could smell frangipani, the sweet fragrance wafted on the breeze. A hand reached out from in front of her, but it wasn't her hand. It plucked a red apple from a tree and bit into the crisp fruit. Juice ran down her chin, but it was his chin, and he wiped it, although she felt as though she had wiped it. Her mouth salivated for more, but it was a memory, not reality. 
 
      
A cat wound its way between his legs, its tail wrapping lightly around his calf muscle for the briefest of moments as it peered up at him affectionately. 
 
      
Berry reached down and scratched the cat on its head. Trixie could feel the soft fur beneath her fingertips. 
 
      
Something moved in the bushes. 
 
      
The cat went still. 
 
      
 
        Berry seemed to be amused, he knelt down, watching as the cat stalked off into the undergrowth, its black hair disappearing in the shadows. It was the cat in the photograph, from the cockpit of the 
        Swift
        , thought Trixie. 
      
 
      
A bird took flight, its colorful wings beat at the air as it lifted gracefully into the artificial sky, flashes of green, red and yellow pumped back and forth as the bird escaped into the branches of a tree. 
 
      
The thinkers may have taken charge of his mind, but Trixie could see Berry was choosing his memories, steering his thoughts, trying to tell her something, but she wasn't sure what.
 
      
::It is their storehouse, their vault.
 
      
::They consume some, they admire others.
 
      
::The diversity is vast. Our Masters suspect there must have been billions of permutations to reach this time. 
 
      
::We will harvest. We will trace and rebuild and explore the branches of their evolution.
 
      
 
        Trixie blinked and found herself sitting in the cockpit of the 
        Swift
        , at least, she thought she'd blinked. She wasn't sure, but the cockpit looked as real around her as it had just an hour before. 
      
 
      
The photo of Berry and his cat was in a different spot, squished up against a control panel to the left. 
 
      
The Bonsai was smaller. 
 
      
The screen wrapping around the cockpit showed the image of a comet, its frozen tail breaking up the darkness, flaring behind it in a stream of white and pastel blues, soft greens and browns. 
 
      
Berry adjusted the image, examining the comet at various wavelengths. In some, the comet appeared almost transparent, a rocky core with jets of gas streaming from its sunlit surface before peeling off behind it in the tail. In others, the blur of different colored overlays meant nothing to her. 
 
      
As quickly as that thought had occurred to her, she'd understood what she was looking at. Images ranging from ultra-violet to infra-red. Somehow, she understood these concepts, concepts she had no previous understanding of were now clear. 
 
      
Trixie perceived the notion of wavelengths, of the small band that dominated the visible spectrum, of the emission lines that indicated different chemicals and molecules. 
 
      
The comet was composed of water ice and frozen carbon dioxide. There were trace elements of fundamental organic compounds, basic sugars used in the formation of DNA, like Ribose and Glycolaldehyde. She understood all this, but she wasn't sure how, and yet, in her mind there lay an unbroken chain of realizations linking these carbon molecules to the instructions for life. It didn't mean there was life, but it meant the building blocks were present. This was Berry’s understanding, and now she perceived it too, admiring the comet for far more than its aesthetic beauty.
 
      
Music played in the background, but it sounded muffled and distorted. 
 
      
 
        Berry bit into a protein bar. She recognized the taste, but the lack of sound alarmed her. On the 
        Rift
        , she couldn't hear Anderson speaking even though he was barely a foot or two away. In the garden, the cat never meowed or purred, even though she could feel its skull resonating beneath her fingers. The bird, taking flight, had done so in silence. And onboard the 
        Swift
        , the music was dull, barely recognizable. 
      
 
      
::She sees how he fights.
 
      
::She knows the value of oscillations and waves in transmitting ideas between them.
 
      
::She sees him blocking all. Let them talk. Let us learn. 
 
      
And Trixie found herself again in the cold dark of the alien craft. Again, the stench flooded her nose. She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the darkness. Her pupils had contracted with the memories, having involuntarily adjusted to a bright light she had never seen. Berry still floated in the force-field. 
 
      
The thinkers retreated, watching them.
 
      
“We were never going anywhere, babe,” Berry said with blood running from the corner of his lip. “It was a ruse, a con. Our escape was never real. They played me for a fool.”
 
      
Trixie bit her lip, fighting back more tears.
 
      
“Don't be afraid of dying, Trix. We all die. It is the lot of man. Run as we may, there are some things from which we cannot escape.”
 
      
Trixie sank to her knees.
 
      
“They're going to kill us, Trixie. Oh, I am so sorry I brought you into all this.”
 
      
“No,” she wailed, the corners of her mouth pulled down in anguish. She was barely able to speak. Her lips quivered.
 
      
 
        “I'm not afraid of dying, Bellatrix, my beautiful star. Everyone dies, each star fades at some point. At least I get to choose how. I get to choose to die protecting those I love. I will not betray the 
        Rift
        .”
      
 
      
“I don't want to die,” she said, surprised by the coherence in her voice. The mind-tunnel between them had flooded her perception with so many concepts. Death was a waste, of that she was sure.
 
      
“You smell that?” Berry asked. “That smell. It’s the smell of fear, the smell of death.”
 
      
The thinkers edged closer, wanting to know what had been said.
 
      
“That smell, Trix. Do you remember the smell?”
 
      
Trixie barely moved as the thinker's razor-like claws dug into her spine and neck. She was numb to the pain. 
 
      
“Remember, Trix,” said Berry, as a thinker loomed over him. “I'm ready to die.”
 
      
Her sight faded as her body fell limp, unable to fight the mind control.
 
      
::They talk about detecting trace-chemicals in suspension within the atmosphere, but why?
 
      
::They have sensory organs for this, but they are almost vestigial. 
 
      
::The broad sinus cavity inside their skull functions, but only in a rudimentary way, at a fraction of what we calculate for other allied species from their planet.
 
      
::This smell is not a means of communication. 
 
      
::Their primary communication is through the oscillations in the air, then through sight, what can this mean? 
 
      
::It is more lies. 
 
      
::We shall make him suffer, force him to reveal all.
 
      
::He wants to die, but we shall keep him alive, even at the extreme.
 
      
::What about the breeder? 
 
      
::This female?
 
      
::She is a joke. She is harmless. Without him, she is nothing.
 
      
::She is for our sport. We shall play with her.
 
      
::We will feast on her before our Masters.
 
      
Trixie found herself flung to the ground. She felt weak, drained of energy. Beside her lay a couple of cylinders, the welding torch, the rivet gun and the backpack. 
 
      
Several other cylinders were scattered haphazardly beside the platform. The acetylene cylinder that had been screwed into the torch hissed softly beside her. The valve was damaged, the cylinder was leaking.
 
      
“It's the smell, Trix. The smell of death.”
 
      
And then she finally knew what he meant, but she couldn't do it. She couldn't kill him. Her hands were trembling. 
 
      
A thinker straddled his body, reaching out with its claws through the force-field. It made a small incision at the base of his neck, cutting down to his groin. 
 
      
Berry screamed in pain. 
 
      
With meticulous care, the thinker cut beneath the skin, separating the subcutaneous flesh from his rib cage, and opening up his abdomen. 
 
      
Berry howled. 
 
      
Behind him, another thinker cradled his head in its claws. 
 
      
Berry moaned, fading in and out of consciousness as they tormented him, probing his mind and his body. He was reeling in shock. 
 
      
Trixie whimpered.
 
      
The thinker leaning over Berry peeled back his skin. It seemed particularly interested in the defunct arteries leading to his severed belly button, examining them closely. 
 
      
Berry trembled, calling out incoherently. 
 
      
Sweat broke out on his forehead despite the cold. He was panting, struggling. 
 
      
The thinker standing over him probed his exposed diaphragm, observing how it controlled his breathing. 
 
      
Berry screamed.
 
      
“TRIXIE... TR...IX... IE...”
 
      
Trixie curled up in a ball, paralyzed with fear, unable to move. She wanted this to end, for the nightmare to go away, but it wouldn't. She could close her eyes, but she couldn't shut out the noise, the screams as Berry called for her.
 
      
He was hyperventilating, unable to break through the pain. Blood dripped on the floor with a constant rhythm. He steadied his breathing, puffing his cheeks to catch the outbound air and slow down his distress and panic. His eyes stared straight ahead, as though he were looking past the thinker blocking his view, peering through the dark creature at something in the distance. He fought to compose himself, fighting to block out what was happening to him.
 
      
“Trixie... please...” he pleaded, his head turning toward her. “Please, Honey. You know what to do.”
 
      
His voice was calm, almost soothing amidst the cruelty. She looked into his eyes and started crawling forward, over near the vivisection platform.
 
      
“Thank you, Trix.”
 
      
The thinkers were preoccupied, examining Berry's kidneys and liver in close detail. The principle thinker leaned back, his claws grasping Berry's side, opening up the view. 
 
      
Trixie hadn't noticed it before, but there were hundreds of thinkers in the chamber, lining all four walls, each one aligned by local gravity so they could watch what was unfolding on the platform as though they were staring at something on a distant wall. The pyramid-like shape of the chamber afforded four equally advantageous viewpoints above the operation. Tapping and clicking resounded through the chamber, but it was resonating through the roots and branches more than the open air. She could feel the micro-pulses beneath her fingertips as she crept forward. 
 
      
Trixie opened the valve on the cylinder leaning against the platform. Without a regulator, the viscous acetylene flowed out as a liquid, seething and bubbling as the gas came out of suspension. A fine mist hung low to the ground, drifting among the roots. 
 
      
Workers streaming past along one of the main roots became agitated. They swarmed in, trying to clean up the spill, capturing it in silken bubbles extending from their abdomens before carrying it away. 
 
      
As they scurried off, Trixie noticed some of the transport bubbles contained rich, red blood, cleaned off the floor above her. 
 
      
The workers seemed incoherent, spreading out through the chamber rather than all heading in a single direction.
 
      
Berry was panting, chanting over and over again under his breath, “Do it, Trixie. Do it. Set me free, babe. Set me free.”
 
      
Trixie looked up at the thinkers on the platform, keeping her gaze on them as she backed away, over to another cylinder lying to one side. They ignored her. Without breaking her eye contact, she reached down, feeling with her hands and twisting the valve on the cylinder. Liquid acetylene began to flow slowly. 
 
      
Again, workers streamed in, trying to contain the liquid as it seeped out on the ground and vaporized into a gas. The heavy acetylene soaked into the gaps beneath the roots, following the course of least resistance. A fine fog spread across the dark ground.
 
      
Moving slowly, stepping backwards over the tangle of vines and roots, Trixie made her way to the backpack, keeping her eyes firmly on the vivisection platform. Berry was unconscious. The thinkers were excited. They tapped in unison. The pulses through the roots held a steady rhythm, like a crowd chanting in unison.
 
      
Trixie wanted to slip a couple of spare cylinders into the backpack, but the thought of metal clanking on metal scared her. She picked up the welding torch along with one of the cylinders, tucking it under her arm. Moving slowly and deliberately, she opened the valve on the closest cylinder to her and left the rest where they lay. Silently, she tiptoed over toward the tunnel as the thinkers reveled in their torture. They must have had some success in breaking into Berry's mind, she thought, as the phosphorescence glowing from beneath their shells rippled with color and excitement, lighting up in a variety of patterns sweeping throughout the chamber.
 
      
Trixie had seen Berry do this twice before. She knew how to light the pilot flame. Trixie tripped the ignition switch, flicked open the safety catch, and gently squeezed the trigger. Even without an acetylene cylinder attached, a flare of blue flame erupted from the tip of the torch. Its soft glow went unnoticed, as did the hiss and crackle in the air. With her eyes still locked on the thinkers, Trixie reached down, holding the flame just inches from one of the roots. The thin fog hanging low against the ground caught fire.
 
      
Flames spread rapidly, curling over the roots as they raced throughout the chamber, spreading out in a circle. But they were soft, muted, barely the glow of a candle burning in the dark. 
 
      
The thinkers turned, seeing the flames racing out in a broad front. They chattered with their legs. 
 
      
Workers arced up around Trixie in response, climbing over each other to form into branches reaching up to surround her. She'd seen this before in the narrow tunnel. 
 
      
Trixie lashed out, swinging the cylinder with one hand and striking at the column of workers. They flexed, absorbing the blow, and swung back in place. The tiny creatures were forming a prison around her. Within seconds, she would be trapped.
 
      
The glowing flame whipped out through the chamber like a ripple in a pond, reaching the first of the cylinders and the pool of liquid acetylene flooding a root ball beside it. Flames burst into the air, curling up toward the ceiling. 
 
      
With temperatures in excess of three thousand degrees being reached within the fiery pool, the cylinder ruptured, exploding, releasing a fireball that enveloped most of the chamber. 
 
      
The air compressed in front of Trixie, knocking her and the workers over as the radiant heat scorched her skin. Trixie fell, falling into the tunnel where gravity realigned and she found herself having moved onto a different plane. It seemed like she was now sitting beside a fiery pit, with flames curling in the low gravity, licking at the roots framing the chamber and setting them alight. 
 
      
Workers scattered, fleeing from her, their connection with the thinkers severed. In the chamber, several more explosions erupted as cylinders ruptured. The oxygen-rich environment fed the flames. Trixie could hear the crackle and pop of shells bursting open in the heat.
 
      
She staggered away from the opening and further down the darkened tunnel, moving away from the searing temperatures in the chamber. 
 
      
Trixie watched as the flames behind her pasted the vast, twisting tube in front of her in flickering bursts of yellow, orange and red. Her hands trembled. She dropped the cylinder. Flicking the ignition switch, she cut the pilot flame on the welding torch and let it slip from her fingers. 
 
      
Falling to her knees, she sobbed. The hair on her arms had singed. Her eyebrows were burnt. The tiny hairs on her eyelashes had curled. The smell of smoke and death hung around her. 
 
      
Workers streamed past her in a futile attempt to contain the fire raging in the chamber beyond. 
 
      
Trixie cried. 
 
      
Tears streamed down her cheek. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed. 
 
      
Berry was dead. She'd killed him. 
 
      
There was no other way, she told herself, but that was no comfort. 
 
      
 
        She hated what she'd done. Sitting there, she knew she should have been pushing on through the maze of tunnels, weaving her way back to the 
        Swift
        . It was wrong to collapse here in self-pity. The autopilot would take her home. How did she know that? Trixie remembered the autopilot, but she wasn't sure how. Then it dawned on her, the thoughts flooding her mind were a mixture of her memories and his. Somehow, she still remembered things he’d seen, thoughts he’d had. She shared his desire to escape, to warn the 
        Rift Valley
        , to protect the crew. Yet those thoughts were cold. Although they were in the depths of her mind, they felt alien, as strange and foreign as the roots entwined around her. 
      
 
      
 
        She couldn't run. As much as she knew Berry would have wanted her to, she couldn't. It didn't feel right. The reality of what had happened stunned her. Trixie was in shock. Her arms felt numb. There didn't seem to be any purpose anymore, not now Berry was dead. How bittersweet her escape had been. She could run, but to where? To the 
        Rift Valley
        ? The only conscious thoughts she had of that spaceship were his. And what awaited her there? The only man she'd ever known was dead. Nothing would ever change that.
      
 
      
A dark shadow loomed over her, blocking out the glowing fires beyond. Trixie looked up. Through her tears, so large in the low gravity, she saw the distorted outline of a thinker crouching over her. She should run, escape, try to get away. But it was all too much. Why postpone the inevitable? Why fight? There was nothing left to fight for.
 
      
Trixie sat there defeated, looking up at the imposing alien. 
 
      
The thinker staggered forward, its multitude of legs stumbling as it crossed the roots. Smoke rose from its back, drifting in the breeze. A cluster of long, spindly arms stretched down either side of its shell. They waved back and forth in changing patterns and combinations, as though their symmetry was a reflection of its thoughts within. The creature seemed to be looking right through her. Trixie didn't care. She wasn't afraid. There was nothing to be afraid of. She was already as one dead. There was nothing more to lose. She stood, facing the creature defiant.
 
      
“Why?” she yelled. “Why would you do this?”
 
      
The huge beast swayed in front of her. Its cold, impersonal eyes as black as coal. Its silence intimidating.
 
      
“Was it worth it? Is any of this worth it? We live. We die. And for what? For this?”
 
      
Rage swelled up inside her. She grabbed the cylinder. 
 
      
The thinker reached out with its tiny arms, trying to touch her. Trixie lashed out, swinging the cylinder around and bringing it down like a baseball bat on the side of the animal. She struggled to hold the cylinder with both hands, determined to transmit as much force as possible with each blow, each time crying out, “Why?”
 
      
The thinker fell on its back, its smoldering shell-casing lying across the roots. The alien made no attempt to defend itself. Trixie pounded it, using the butt of the cylinder and driving hard at the creatures eyes, hoping its brain was somewhere behind them. 
 
      
“Why? Damn you. Why?”
 
      
Dark body fluids ran from the open wound and crushed eye stalks of the thinker, but it never fought back. Slowly, Trixie's thumping softened. Black fluids stained her hands and clothes. She tossed the cylinder to one side, looking at the pathetic creature lying there. Was it mercy it craved? Was it absolution? Was it understanding? Why should it expect any, when it had shown none? And she realized these were her thoughts, her feelings, projected onto this alien creature that seemed to have no recognition of any such concepts.
 
      
She couldn't kill it. 
 
      
Looking at her black stained hands, she felt pity. Killing this creature wouldn't bring Berry back. Nothing ever would. She touched the creature's arms, running her soft fingertips over its hard exoskeleton. What had it seen in its life? What would be lost with its death? Did these alien creatures have any concept of individual consciousness? Did they realize the pathetic waste of death? A feeling of tragedy and loss overwhelmed her. Life should not be so, she decided. Life should be lived above death, it should not perpetuate the misery that all creatures endure given time. And yet, neither she nor Berry had brought this fight. These dark creatures had. 
 
      
Trixie had no desire to kill, she had a desire to survive. She had to survive, and if that meant the alien's death, then it had to be so. There was a confusion of thoughts in her mind, some of them hers, some of them Berry's, but that realization gave her a new reason to hope. 
 
      
Trixie stepped back from the creature, picking up the bloodied cylinder and the welding torch as she started down the tunnel. After a few feet, she stopped and looked back at the pathetic alien creature that had once held so much power over her. 
 
      
She remembered the interrogation, the pain as her mind was jacked, the humiliation, and yet she still felt sorry for them. They were brutal beasts. For all their intelligence, they had succumbed to the base ideals of conquest and exploitation. These were new concepts to her, but Berry had understood them, and now she did too. The irony wasn't lost on her, that to reach such heights as interstellar conquest and yet to be driven by greed and power was a waste of intelligence. These had been Berry’s thoughts, but she embraced them as her own. For her to survive, they had to die. It was no longer personal, it was her primeval survival instinct kicking in. 
 
      
 
        Trixie reached the junction where she had lost sight of Berry on their first escape. From here, it was a dog's leg back to the 
        Swift
        . Several hundred yards further on, she had to cut back on an angle of 120 degrees, and then straight on to the surface a couple of miles away. These were Berry’s thoughts. She knew that because she hated dogs and would never use a dog's leg as an analogy in her thinking. Carefully, she screwed the cylinder into the welding torch, preparing to use it as a flamethrower in the same way Berry had.
      
 
      
The workers scurrying around her had gone dark, switching off their chemical lights and leaving the intersection in darkness. A soft yellow glow appeared down one tunnel, and she remembered Berry's plan, but the makeshift fuse Berry had built had gone up in the inferno. 
 
      
Stepping out of the intersection and into the narrow tunnel, Trixie noticed her hair drifting in front of her again, bouncing softly as she walked, just as it had several hours ago. 
 
      
Walking around the circumference of the tunnel, Trixie found she could turn to what had once seemed to be upside down while always staying upright, always experiencing that giddy sensation of weightlessness around her head as she edged down toward the massive ball of dust in the far chamber. 
 
      
Trixie stopped halfway, thinking, realizing she could use this effect to her advantage. Were these her thoughts or Berry’s? They were hers, she decided, as it seemed all they shared were memories. If this worked as Berry had suggested, she might just destroy them.
 
      
Trixie unscrewed the cylinder, taking the regulator off. She held it parallel to the ground, with its brass-threaded end facing her, and lifted it up slightly above head height. Letting go, she watched as the cylinder floated in zero-gravity, defying the pull she felt at her feet. 
 
      
Within the confines of the narrow tunnel, the cylinder was stable, floating freely between the circular walls. Trixie opened the valve, making sure she was out of the way. Globs of liquid acetylene leaked out, floating in small spheres, bubbling as they released their gas. 
 
      
Trixie gave the cylinder a gentle shove, propelling it down the tunnel toward the glowing sphere of dust. She watched as it disappeared into the haze. Moving back to the intersection, she followed the stream of slowly shrinking bubbles drifting in the opposite direction. As they reached the intersection, they became subject to differing gravitational strengths and fell into the roots. Trixie lit the pilot flame on the welding torch and held it up to the gas stream in the mouth of the narrow tunnel. A pulse of fire flashed down through the tunnel. Trixie threw the welding torch down the tunnel as well for good measure, before darting back and up out of the intersection.
 
      
Her heart raced. 
 
      
Time seemed to slow. 
 
      
Nothing happened. 
 
      
Maybe Berry was wrong and that powder wasn't flammable after all. 
 
      
Maybe the flame never reached down into the heart of the swirling dust storm. 
 
      
Maybe the dust storm smothered the pilot light, starving the flame of oxygen. Maybe a thinker or a bunch of workers had smothered the flame. 
 
      
Trixie charged along the main artery, remembering Berry's warning that without disabling the ship she could never leave. All of a sudden, leaving was important. The idea of escaping was now real. The cloud over her mind seemed to lift with the prospect of freedom.
 
      
A flash of light broke around her. The air compressed, throwing her down through the tunnel as a wall of fire erupted behind her in the intersection. The noise of the roar deafened her. 
 
      
Getting back to her feet, Trixie had newfound excitement. 
 
      
In the low gravity, it was difficult to move as fast as she wanted to, so she leaned forward, almost falling over, and used her legs to propel herself along at a rapid pace. 
 
      
Grabbing at the roots and vines in front of her, Trixie used her hands like a monkey, guiding her motion, correcting her course as she charged through the tunnel. 
 
      
Explosions rocked the alien craft as fire billowed through the interior, ripping through the interconnecting tunnels between the swirling balls of fine, almost gaseous particles. 
 
      
 
        Trixie had a rhythm, a cadence allowing her to cover the distance to the 
        Swift
         in under fifteen minutes. She was moving much faster than she had with Berry, when they felt their every move was being watched. Now, she didn't care. She wanted to go as fast as she could, as fast as her legs and lungs would carry her. With each bound, she could feel the artificial gravity wavering beneath her, and she wondered how long it would last. 
      
 
      
Explosions continued to resound through the alien spacecraft, although they were deep, far away from her. The branches and roots around her flexed and groaned. Ahead, she could see the main artery narrowing as it began splitting, close to the surface of the craft. 
 
      
 
        Trixie recognized the charred remains of the workers that had been scorched by Berry in the recess of the narrow side-tunnel leading back to the 
        Swift
        . She felt electrified. Thoughts of Berry seemed so distant. The charred bars had been pried open, probably when the aliens had dragged them unconscious to the vivisection chamber. Trixie came up to the entrance and froze. There, blocking her way, was a thinker. 
      
 
      
She backed slowly around the main tunnel, away from the entrance as the thinker moved out to face her. She was powerless, helpless. 
 
      
The thinker seemed to be sizing her up, not rushing to any one action or another. Trixie noticed the workers in this region. They aligned themselves on the sides of several roots, ready to spring in her direction. 
 
      
Explosions continued to resound in the distance. The whole structure of the craft vibrated.
 
      
The thinker advanced on her as though it were trying to corner her rather than attack her. 
 
      
Trixie felt the gravity fluctuations becoming more extreme. While before they had put off her cat-like jaunt through the tunnel, now the tremors caused her to sway back and forth as her center of gravity shifted in response to the surge of gravity around them. 
 
      
With her arms in front of her, Trixie determined to go down fighting like a wild animal. 
 
      
The thinker seemed to feel the fluctuations. If anything, they made him more cautious, wary of what she might do, and she realized she held an unforeseen advantage. 
 
      
They feared her. She had killed hundreds of them. She had set their craft alight. They thought they knew her, but they had underestimated her. 
 
      
Trixie decided to test her theory. Rather than backing away, she lunged forward, curling her fingers like claws. The thinker and the workers reacted, pulling back, clearly not knowing quite what to expect. Perhaps the thinker was thinking too much. Maybe it thought she could spit out flames. 
 
      
She lunged again, being more aggressive, baring her teeth and yelling with all her might. The thinker flinched, turning partially to one side as though it were expecting to be struck down. It was stalling, blocking, buying the aliens time. But the bluff was on both sides. She could no more hurt a thinker with her bare hands than she could breathe fire. The bulk of the creature reaching up almost two feet above her was intimidating. 
 
      
Gravity pulsed around her. 
 
      
The outward force keeping her anchored on the tangled roots increased rapidly. Instead of feeling light and buoyant, Trixie suddenly felt as though lead weights had been strapped to her shoulders, arms and legs. 
 
      
The craft was coming apart. Its environmental controls were starting to fail. 
 
      
Waves of heat surged up through the tunnels. 
 
      
Trixie crumpled under the increased weight. Even her cheeks felt heavy, sagging away from her cheek bones. Her jaw was pulled open. She knelt, spreading her hands in front of her, trying to take the weight with her bones, but the surge was too strong and she collapsed to the branches. It felt as though an elephant had sat on her, crushing her body. The massive surge in gravity made it hard to breathe. She wanted to lift her head and look at the thinker to see if it could cope with these extremes, but her skull felt as though it was being squeezed in a vice. 
 
      
Trixie's ribcage felt as though it was going to crack and burst. Her vision began to blur. On the edge of her sight, she could see the thinker twitching. 
 
      
The workers were nowhere to be seen, having slipped into the cracks. The thinker lay face down on the roots, pools of dark fluid seeping out of it.
 
      
As suddenly as it had come, local gravity rebounded, returning to the soft level she'd become accustomed to before swinging wildly in its orientation again. 
 
      
Trixie dug her hands into the roots, holding tight as her feet flipped out from beneath her and she found herself hanging from the ceiling. The dead body of the thinker fell to what now seemed to be the floor of the tunnel below her. 
 
      
A few seconds later, Trixie was lying on her side before being dragged over to the other side as the gravitational direction fluctuated, gyrating around the main tunnel. 
 
      
The body of the thinker rolled around the tunnel with each gravitational pulse. Finally, gravity aligned to what had been the horizontal, and the tunnel she had bounded through just a few minutes earlier became a deep shaft, a well dropping away beneath her feet. 
 
      
The thinker fell into the distance. 
 
      
Hanging from the side of the tunnel, Trixie looked down for several hundred feet, looking at a small kink in the winding passageway that had now become a landing. The falling body of the thinker struck the landing with a thud. Dark fluids sprayed out from the dead creature. 
 
      
Shadows danced in the flickering light of the distant fires.
 
      
Trixie's inner ear was spinning. Vertigo swept over her at the counterintuitive view below her. 
 
      
Moving hand over hand and digging her feet into the gaps between the mesh of roots and branches lining the shaft, she moved slowly around to the side-tunnel. Her footing slipped, and she thought she was going to fall to her death. 
 
      
Grabbing hold of loose branches was dangerous. Each one felt firm at first, as though it would hold her weight, but they could easily pull away from the side of the shaft like loose vines. 
 
      
The thick roots were hard to clamber over. Their smooth husks gave her little to hold on to, and she struggled to reach for handholds. With the muscles in her arms burning and her legs weary, she made it into the side-tunnel where there was gravitational normality. 
 
      
Inside the cramped tunnel where the thinker had lain in wait, gravity still pulled in only one direction, down toward the heart of the ship, but Trixie had a thick mat of vines and branches to crawl on. 
 
      
 
        Within thirty feet, the side-tunnel petered out, dissipating into a thick cluster of new growth. Clawing her way through, Trixie pulled at the fresh tendrils, climbing between them, trying to make her way back to the 
        Swift
        . 
      
 
      
She was lost. 
 
      
The alien superstructure looked entirely different. The tracks carved into the inner hull were gone. Were they overgrown, or was it that she had taken a wrong turn? Perhaps she had started tearing through the undergrowth at a slightly different angle, and after several hundred yards was off course. 
 
      
 
        In the darkness, she could pass within a few feet of the hull and still not notice the 
        Swift
        . She began to panic, retracing her steps, second guessing herself. Nothing looked familiar. She pressed on, sure she was going to miss the craft when suddenly there it was, right in front of her. Her heart leaped as her hand touched the smooth metal. 
      
 
      
 
        Trixie clambered over the hull, searching for the hatch. The 
        Swift
         had been moved,  drawn deeper into the alien craft. It had been turned over on its side, forcing Trixie to drop down beneath the ship and climb in through the hatch from below. 
      
 
      
Lights. She never thought she'd be so glad to be blinded by lights. 
 
      
As she secured the outer hatch, the lights in the airlock came on automatically. On entering the main cabin, she could see the pilot's chair above her instead of out in front of her, as it had been before. 
 
      
Something on the ground caught her eye. It was her bracelet, the one Berry hated. It was so pretty, with its woven, colored threads, like the bands of a rainbow. The silver disc glistened in the light. The bell rang softly as she picked it up. The sound was soothing, comforting, but she wasn't sure why. She slipped it over her wrist.  
 
      
“Computer,” she called out, remembering how Berry had called the ship by this name.
 
      
“Online,” came the electronic response. 
 
      
“Computer, get me out of here!”
 
      
“I'm sorry, you will have to be more specific.”
 
      
Trixie clambered up over the engine cowling, past the navigation console and into the pilot's seat. Lying on her back, she squeezed her legs up in front of her. She'd seen Berry in this position, so it seemed like the right thing to do. 
 
      
“Take me home,” she called out with tears welling up in her eyes. “Please, take me home.”
 
      
“I'm sorry, I do not know where home is.”
 
      
A red light blinked next to the picture of Berry and his cat. 
 
      
“Computer, what is...”
 
      
“Fuel cells at 2500 degrees Celsius. Containment will suffer a catastrophic failure in approximately fifty minutes. Computer recommends...”
 
      
“Yes, yes,” Trixie yelled. “Shut it off, or turn it off, or do whatever you have to.”
 
      
“Safety protocols reactivated,” replied the computer. “Coolant circulating.”
 
      
“Please, take me away from here.”
 
      
“Where do you want to go?”
 
      
Now that she was in the pilot's seat, a holograph appeared before her. Several stars glowed inside the image, along with a series of razor-thin lines that looked like they described contours, marking gravitational strength rather than the height of land. The flat tabletops were interstellar Lagrange points, reaching up above the valleys in which each of the stars were set. A rendezvous point showed up in soft green. Trixie reached in and touched the glowing light and the computer acknowledged.
 
      
“Plotting a course for rendezvous point ASZ/787/S1201.”
 
      
Trixie felt the roar of the engines coming to life. 
 
      
The craft surged and pulled, fighting against the dying ship that held it captive. 
 
      
Trixie held onto the straps looped over the seat. She could hear the sound of metal scraping against the toughened roots and limbs outside the craft. 
 
      
 
        The 
        Swift
         shuddered, shaking as it inched forward. Finally it broke free, punching through the outer skin of the alien craft in a ball of fire. The metallic craft shot out into space, dragging its shattered communications boom with it. Immediately, Trixie felt the gravity shift. The 
        Swift
         was accelerating, so she had the sensation of being pushed back in her seat. 
      
 
      
 
        Trixie quickly learned she could control the view in front of her with a series of simple hand gestures, and waved her fingers in such a way that she had a view of the alien craft as the 
        Swift
         receded, pulling rapidly away from the dark warship. From without, a few specks of light were visible on the alien vessel, highlighting those areas burning close to the hull. The alien craft lurched, turning slowly. The craft was splitting, breaking apart. Debris floated in the cold vacuum. Zooming in, Trixie could see fragments of the hull coming loose and creatures being sucked out into the void of space. Within minutes, though, the 
        Swift
         had moved so far away that she lost sight of these finer details. 
      
 
      
 
        The engines on the 
        Swift
         cut as the computerized autopilot spoke.
      
 
      
“Calculating burn times and orientation based on the strength of the current gravitational well. Please wait.”
 
      
 
        Trixie drifted forward in zero gravity as the acceleration slowly ceased. She smiled. Although she only had a vague recollection of what the computer meant, and that recollection wasn't hers, she knew she was going home. Home, it was such a foreign concept for her, just a sentimental attachment Berry once had for the 
        Rift Valley
        . 
      
 
      
For the first time, she relaxed. Her eyes closed. The nightmare was over, but the vision of Berry caught in the force field still flashed before her eyes. She was terrified by the image of him being transformed into some primitive beast and writhing in agony. 
 
      
Her teeth clenched as her muscles tightened. 
 
      
She breathed deeply, trying not to think about anything, wanting to let go and move beyond the horror. The tension in her muscles slowly gave way and her arms drifted up as she floated just inches from the pilot's seat. The bell on her wrist rang softly each time she moved, and that familiar sound soothed her soul, comforting her against the loneliness and loss. 
 
      
 
        The cockpit was cramped. Trixie opened her eyes as she drifted softly into the overhead console. She wanted someone to talk to. There were so many questions floating around in her mind. The 
        Swift
         was small. The cockpit only held one seat. Where had she sat? And there was only one hammock. Where had she slept? And why had Berry given her his clothes to wear? Where were her clothes?
      
 
      
All she had of her own was her bracelet. With her left hand, she pulled at it, looking closely at the dirty fabric. It needed to be washed to restore its brilliant colors, she thought. She slipped her fingers beneath the cord, running them around under her wrist. Trixie was fascinated by this tatty piece of jewelry, but without understanding why.
 
      
The photo of Berry and his cat caught her eye. 
 
      
She pulled the photograph off the control panel and smiled, looking at Berry in happier times. He looked content. His hair was messy. His blue shirt had grease stains on the sleeves. He was laughing, holding his cat up close to his face so it would make it into the photo. 
 
      
The cat was pretty, with black hair like hers. The eyes looked warm and friendly. A cute collar encircled the cat's neck, hidden slightly by its dark fur. Strands of the rainbow-colored cord were just visible in the photo, as was the silver tag hanging from the collar along with a shiny silver bell. In her mind, Trixie could hear the bell ringing even back then. 
 
      
 
        There were words written on the photo. She couldn't read them. Trixie didn't know how to read, but she understood what they said, months before someone on the 
        Rift Valley
         confirmed it for her. They explained everything, they told her all she needed to know. 
      
 
      
 
        Those few words read, 
        Trixie & Me
        .
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3:01 Savannah
 
      
 
 
      
A dry wind blew in off the savannah. The long grass drifted back and forth on the breeze, swaying with the hot gusts. Red dust kicked up from the marketplace, carried along by the wind, swirling through the stalls. As quickly as it had come, the wind dropped away. 
 
      
 
        Diana picked her way through the village with its mud huts and dry-grass roofs, chatting with the men and women selling their produce. She smiled, making small talk with the villagers, many of whom she knew by name. 
        Jambo, Di
        , they would call out, seeing her soft features hidden away beneath a broad brim khaki hat, her face, shoulders and fair arms all liberally plastered with sunscreen. 
      
 
      
 
        Was it 
        Di, Die
         or 
        Dye
         they were saying? She wasn't sure. She preferred Diana, even with her own family. Diana hated being called 
        Di
        , it sounded like someone was about to color their clothes or their hair, but in the four years she'd been in Kenya, the natives had touched her heart and to them she was 
        Di
        , and sometimes 
        Di-Di,
         but that would evoke a weary smile. 
      
 
      
Lettuce, cabbage, maize, coarse grain flour, potatoes and spinach were withering in the heat of the sun, but a splash of water and a couple of hours in the refrigerator would revive them, especially the tomatoes. 
 
      
The villagers never asked more than a few shillings for their vegetables, but Diana was paid in US dollars. The difference in the exchange rate seemed criminal to her, so she never accepted change, gladly paying forty to fifty shillings for a handful of vegetables. The villagers would always smile with a warmth beyond that of the searing savannah. Diana preferred to think they liked her for who she was and not her tips. It was barely a quarter in US dollars, so even that seemed like robbery to her. 
 
      
Diana worked as a nurse at the local hotel. Although she wasn't a doctor, the villagers treated her like one. With her sleeveless, safari-pocket shirt and khaki skirt as a uniform, she thought she looked rather plain and dull, but the villagers showed her kindness and respect. 
 
      
There wasn't much she could do for the villagers medically as they were such a hardy people. Hers was a skill for the soft European tourists with blisters on their feet. But she'd happily treat any cases of infection in the village and had hung around while a few of the women gave birth in the last year. They hadn't needed her, their traditions and rituals had naturally incorporated good practices, like cleaning the room before labor, washing the mother and child after birth, cutting the umbilical cord with a knife sterilized in the heat of a fire. Still, she would turn up with fresh towels, surgical gloves, and a packet of over-the-counter painkillers, ready to stitch any lacerations that might occur during birth.
 
      
The Hotel Rendezvous lay barely four miles away, making this village popular with tourists. Stalls sold African trinkets, beads and jewelry. There were handmade carvings of elephants and antelope, lions and cheetahs, each carefully crafted from acacia wood and stained black for dramatic effect. 
 
      
Diana noticed two teenage boys leaning against one of the mud huts, staying in the shade as they stared at the tourists in the crowd. They couldn't have been more than thirteen or fourteen years old. They had picked out an Eurasian tourist, a man in a two-piece, light gray suit. He was standing at one of the stalls opposite them. The two boys were talking discretely, gesturing toward him as they chatted intently, marking him out as a lion would select a gazelle from a grazing herd. 
 
      
On his part, the overdressed businessman was examining a traditional African war mask as he talked with a couple of other men in suits. The other two men had their jackets folded over their arms. It was far too hot for a suit, thought Diana. What were they thinking wearing a suit in a village? Clearly, they were too important for common sense to prevail.
 
      
 
        Diana wondered about the youths. They weren't villagers, they were scruffy and dirty, wearing dark t-shirts and worn jeans. They didn't fit in. She asked a villager about them, a woman named Ohma, wrapped in a traditional cloth, with a woven basket full of bambara beans resting on her head. 
        Matata, matata
        , she replied, trouble, problem. Diana only spoke a few words of Swahili, but that was one she knew well. Ordinarily, it was a greeting, made famous by an old Disney movie: 
        hakuna matata
        , meaning, no problems, but the woman's intent in dropping the first word was clear—these boys were trouble.  
      
 
      
Diana stood to one side and watched almost out of morbid curiosity, wondering what was going down. 
 
      
The two boys split up, slipping through the crowd in different directions. They circled out wide, some twenty feet on either side of the souvenir stall, before turning and walking back in toward their mark. 
 
      
The stranger in the suit had his wallet out, paying for one of the masks and something else Diana couldn't quite see from where she was standing. They were going to rob him. The boys moved in on him from both sides, picking their way toward him through the crowd. Their eyes watched intently as he put his wallet back inside his jacket pocket. 
 
      
Diana started to say something, to yell out above the bustle of the crowd, but it seemed like she'd be making a spectacle of herself, and after all, the boys hadn't actually done anything yet. 
 
      
Diana rested her bag of vegetables on the ground, not quite sure what she was going to do but feeling she had to do something. 
 
      
The older of the two youths bumped roughly into his mark, sending the man staggering to one side. 
 
      
The African mask fell to the ground. 
 
      
The boy was apologetic, with his hands out in front of him. He seemed genuinely sorry. 
 
      
The young teen reached down and picked up the mask, handing it to the man as he dusted it off, apologizing profusely in broken English and backing away slowly so as to not appear threatening. At the same time, the second youth came in from the side to help, and lifted the man's wallet out of his jacket while he was distracted. They were good, Diana would give them that. Slick. 
 
      
None of the three over-dressed men had any idea what had actually happened. The two young boys walked off, heading over toward her with big, cheesy grins lighting up their dark faces.  
 
      
Diana stepped out in front of them, not quite sure how well this was going to end, but it wasn't in her nature to stand idly by. She had to do something, even if she didn't know quite what. She stepped out between the mud huts, blocking their path. 
 
      
 
        “
        Basi, basi
        ,” she yelled with an authority she didn't have. The tone in her words meant, that's enough, stop. 
      
 
      
The two boys froze where they were, suddenly aware that the eyes of the market place had fallen upon them. The man in the suit seemed to realize what was going on. He patted his chest, feeling his wallet was missing. 
 
      
The teenagers looked intently at Diana as she held out her hand, waiting for them to surrender the wallet. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as their eyes darted around. They could see she wore a uniform, but they didn't seem to realize what kind of uniform. On the savannah, any uniform meant authority, and authority meant trouble for most juveniles. The two teens looked at the villagers gathering around Diana in support and the younger boy sheepishly dropped the wallet in her hand.
 
      
 
        “
        Aga
        ,” she said, and they bolted past her, breaking into a sprint. 
        Aga
         meant leave, but it was more in the sense of saying a fond goodbye, it was something said kindly to a friend, which probably bewildered and confused them even more, but it was all she could think to say. Diana's Swahili was limited at the best of times. 
      
 
      
One of the elders patted her on the back, laughing, saying something in Swahili, but it was too quick for her to catch. He smiled, his missing teeth accentuating his glee. 
 
      
Diana handed the wallet to the well dressed man sweating in his suit.
 
      
“I think this belongs to you.”
 
      
“I think it does,” he replied, smiling. “Thank you.”
 
      
“No problem,” Diana said. “You might want to dress down next time. It'll be cooler and you won't attract quite so much attention.”
 
      
His lips dipped slightly, and he appeared to be deeply considering what she was saying. 
 
      
“My name is Anderson,” he said warmly, extending his hand to shake hers.
 
      
“Diana.”
 
      
“And you're the local police in this village?”
 
      
“Oh, no,” Diana said, laughing. “I'm a nurse at the hotel down the road.”
 
      
“Ah,” Anderson said. His eyes darted up as though he was calculating or considering something deeply. “Shouldn't we try to catch those guys, or something? And turn them over to the authorities?”
 
      
Diana smiled as she said, “That's more trouble than it's worth. They're kids. And if you reported this to the police, they'd laugh at you. You got your wallet back. In the African mind, the crime has been undone.”
 
      
“What a wild country,” Anderson said, slipping his wallet inside his jacket pocket.
 
      
“Well, it's the country part of the country, if you know what I mean.”
 
      
“So they wouldn't prosecute them?” he asked.
 
      
“Do you see any prisons?” 
 
      
“I guess not.”
 
      
“Welcome to Africa, Mr. Anderson. I hope the rest of your stay is not quite so eventful.”
 
      
“Ah, Anderson's my first name,” he began, his hands waving over the tops of each other as though he were swapping two things around. He seemed a little flustered. “Anderson Lee. I, ah... Well, it seems I owe you a debt of gratitude for retrieving my wallet.”
 
      
 
        “Oh, that was nothing,” Diana said, picking up her groceries. “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Anderson Lee, but you'll have to excuse me, I'm late for work. Enjoy your time in Kenya. 
        Aga
        .”
      
 
      
She walked off as he called out, “Hey, will I ever see you again?”
 
      
“I hope not,” she replied, laughing nervously, feeling like the toughest part of the last ten minutes had been talking to Anderson and not the act of stopping a couple of pickpockets. 
 
      
Her words were awkward. That was the wrong thing to say, and she knew it as the words left her mouth, but she couldn't snatch them back out of the air. She'd meant to say something like, “Not like this, I hope,” but her tongue seemed to twist the words around the wrong way. 
 
      
Diana hoped Anderson didn't take it personally. She felt silly, stupid. There had to be something else she could have said, and so she pestered her mind with possibilities as she walked across the dusty, dry grass toward her four-wheel drive vehicle. 
 
      
Diana berated herself as she hopped in the driver's seat. Anderson was still standing there between the mud huts with his two friends on either side of him. They were smiling, laughing with each other. Diana waved sheepishly, trying to be polite as she drove off. 
 
      
The Hotel Rendezvous was on the shore of Lake Victoria, a few miles outside the city of Kisumu in the west of Kenya. 
 
      
Tall palm trees swayed in the breeze. 
 
      
Bleached cobblestones lined the circular driveway, a remnant of the hotel's colonial past, first as a winter mansion for the governor-general, and then later as a safari-hunting lodge for British aristocrats. At least the hunting had stopped, thought Diana, pulling up in the staff car park discretely hidden behind a carefully manicured hedgerow. 
 
      
The grass surrounding the hotel was cut as fine as that on the golf course next door. Vibrant greens and the occasional splash of red and yellow from the rose beds revealed a level of opulence not often seen in western Kenya—a lawn and garden that was watered daily.
 
      
Lion skins adorned the walls in the reception area, with their feline heads roaring in silence, their fangs forever bared, their manes resplendent. To Diana, though, their glass eyes were full of sorrow. She couldn't understand how someone could admire the power and majesty of these beasts and then reduce them to just a shell, while somehow thinking their regal pride had been retained. 
 
      
For the past couple of decades, the Rendezvous had been a honeymooner's delight. The spaceport changed all that. The stunning sunsets out across the still waters of Lake Victoria were romantic, but as fascinating as a rocket launch was, a thundering boom echoing out across the plains twice a month wasn't a hot topic for young brides, not that the newly-wed husbands seemed to mind. 
 
      
Once the space elevator was complete, and the cable docked with the base station in a few years time, the Great Rift Valley would never be the same. How ironic, the publicists and news reports would say, that the cradle of humanity would become its platform for the stars. Ironic, or sad, Diana wondered. 
 
      
Already, the sleepy city of Kisumu had doubled in size, primarily with the influx of UN troops supporting the stability of Kenyan President Kinshani in the East and ensuring peace with Uganda in the West. The eyes of the world were on Kenya. The US and Europe had invested too much in their equatorial space partner to see it fail. 
 
      
The advent of hypersonic commercial airliners had made the world a very small place, with a flight from New York to Nairobi taking a little over three hours. Diana stashed her vegetables in the back of the walk-in cooler in the hotel kitchen, lost herself in thoughts about her work, and the day passed just as any other.
 
      
Sometime in the early afternoon of the following day, her pager went off and she was summoned to the penthouse suite in response to a medical emergency. Although she was a registered nurse and had worked in a hospital triage unit for four years, treating gunshot wounds and stabbings in Chicago, the worst injuries she saw at the hotel were sprained ankles, torn ligaments, and the occasional cut finger. It was hardly work, giving her a lifestyle she'd always dreamed of in an exotic country.
 
      
Diana had a fair idea who was inside the double wooden doors leading into the hotel suite before she opened them, recognizing the two men standing outside in the hallway. She'd seen them the day before in the marketplace, but she hadn't picked them as bodyguards. She'd assumed bodyguards would be more musclebound, but these two gentlemen looked quite benign. Appearances were deceiving, she thought.
 
      
Anderson was seated on the edge of a king-size bed, dressed in a bathrobe, with his hand pressing a damp cloth against his head. Blood ran from a nasty gash on the side of his forehead, soaking through the cloth and running down his forearm and onto the white towel robe. 
 
      
The suite was a spacious open-plan apartment, complete with a Jacuzzi on the balcony and a stunning view across Lake Victoria. 
 
      
As Diana walked down the marble steps into the sunken bedroom, she noticed Anderson's eyes drifting. They wandered from her face to her chest and back again. Typical male, she thought. And for what? She was a B cup, nothing voluptuous. And her plain uniform, buttoned to a high collar, was hardly alluring. What was he thinking? She wondered.
 
      
A lace camisole lay on the floor beside the bed. Anderson followed her gaze, realizing she'd noticed.
 
      
“I can explain,” he began. “This isn't what it looks like.”
 
      
“Oh?” she replied. “And what does it look like, Mister my-last-name-is-not-Anderson?”
 
      
With her hand, she signaled there was no need, and signaled that she wouldn't have believed anything he said anyway. 
 
      
“Slip getting out of the bath?” she asked, seeing a trail of blood on the polished marble. Small red dots lead back to the en-suite. 
 
      
“Something like that,” he began. 
 
      
Diana opened her first-aid kit, slipped on a pair of surgical gloves and tore open a couple of gauze pads. “Let me have a look at you.”
 
      
She was detached, professional. It was easy, like slipping on a fancy dress costume and walking out on stage, acting out a part. Diana leaned forward, parting his hair, looking at the cut on the edge of his scalp. Anderson went still beneath her hands and she noted he was patient, not squirming as she wiped away the blood to get a better look.
 
      
“OK, it's not too bad. You won't need stitches. I can seal this with some liquid skin. I'll clean you up and we'll have you looking as good as new again.”
 
      
“Seems we keep running into each other,” Anderson said, making small talk.
 
      
“Funny, that,” she replied. “And it seems you can't stay out of trouble.”
 
      
He smiled. 
 
      
She took his hand by the wrist and raised it up, saying, “Apply pressure here.”
 
      
Anderson responded meekly as his personal assistant came running into the room. 
 
      
“It's OK,” Anderson said, seeing the look of horror on the blonde woman's face. “I'm in good hands.”
 
      
Diana looked around the room. A lunch cart sat nearby with two silver cloches covering the plates. Lunch had included a bottle of champagne in an ornate ice bucket. She scooped some ice into a zip-lock plastic bag, wrapped it in a thin cloth and handed it to Anderson. “This will reduce any swelling.”
 
      
“Thanks,” he said, switching the cold pack to his forehead.
 
      
Diana rummaged around in her first aid kit, laying out the items she needed on the bed beside him.
 
      
“Are your tetanus shots up to date?” she asked, cleaning the wound with an alcohol swab that must have stung. Anderson didn't budge. Most men would flinch, which secretly pleased her. For all their macho ideals, most men winced like a young child when cleaning wounds, but Anderson stayed still. He was unusually focused and she wondered if he'd heard her question. 
 
      
“Yes,” replied his personal assistant.
 
      
Diana finished dressing the cut, spraying it with plastic skin to seal the wound. Gently, she wiped his face clean. 
 
      
She knelt down, level with him as he sat on the bed, and looked carefully in each of his eyes. He grinned. She ignored him, switching from looking in one eye to the other, gently prying his eyelids open as she alternated sides.
 
      
“Are you coming on to me?” he asked.
 
      
“Don't flatter yourself,” she replied. “I'm looking for signs of concussion.”
 
      
It was only after the words had left her mouth she realized she must have come across as an iron maiden, a bit of a battle-axe. It wasn't really her normal demeanor, although she was abrupt. It was her role as a medical professional. Diana was focused, not wanting to miss anything subtle but important. 
 
      
“How do you feel?” she asked, putting the bloodied swabs in a plastic bag for disposal.
 
      
“Other than stupid,” Anderson replied. “I feel fine.”
 
      
“Head wounds are notorious for looking worse than they actually are. There's lots of blood, but you'll be fine. I need you to take it easy for the rest of the day, no strenuous activity, and I'll need to see you tomorrow for a check up.”
 
      
“A physical?” he asked with another cheesy grin.
 
      
“You wish,” she replied, shaking her head with a smile.
 
      
“Well, I need to see you tonight,” Anderson said. “How about drinks at five?”
 
      
“And no alcohol for 24 hours,” Diana replied, somewhat thankful he'd reminded her to add that, and tacitly ignoring him.
 
      
“All right, dinner at seven,” Anderson insisted.
 
      
“I'm sorry. It's not appropriate for staff to accept gifts from hotel clients,” she said, repeating verbatim the mantra driven into the hotel staff by the Human Resources manager. 
 
      
“But I own the hotel,” Anderson replied. “So, strictly speaking, I'm not a client.”
 
      
“Oh, really?” That caught her by surprise. She cocked her head sideways. “Doesn't matter. Rules are rules.”
 
      
He laughed. 
 
      
In the back of her mind, Diana was curious as to whether he was telling the truth. From memory, the hotel was owned by some US conglomerate. She figured she'd ask Earl at the front desk, he'd know for sure.
 
      
“Seems you're my guardian angel here in Kenya,” Anderson continued.
 
      
“Appearances can be deceiving,” she replied with a smile. 
 
      
Diana stood, putting her gloved hands on her hips, not thinking about the blood now staining her skirt. “Thank you for the offer, though, it's the best I've had all week, but it's not the only offer.”
 
      
It was a lie, but only a little white lie. Her conscience wasn't bothered by that.
 
      
“Really?” Anderson said, getting to his feet. “Do you realize what you're turning down?”
 
      
“Oh, I've a fair idea,” Diana said, glancing at the camisole as she packed up her first-aid kit. She turned to his personal assistant, saying, “Make sure someone stays with Mr. Anderson for the next few hours. If he gets dizzy or disoriented, call me immediately. Any vomiting or nausea will be a sign of concussion. I don't think his injury is that bad, but it's worth keeping a close eye on him.”
 
      
Anderson started to say something, to correct her, but he must have realized she was baiting him again with his name, so he caught himself before speaking. Diana enjoyed a bit of cat and mouse around his name, having purposefully used his first name as a surname. She always had been a bit of a tease.
 
      
Diana turned and walked to the door as Anderson called out, “Don't you want to know why I asked you out for dinner?”
 
      
“Nope,” Diana said, looking back over her shoulder with a slight smile.
 
      
“And so you're just going to walk away from me again?”
 
      
“Yep.”
 
      
As she walked out of the suite, Diana could hear Anderson talking with his assistant, saying, “See, this is exactly what I'm talking about.”  
 
      
It took Diana half an hour to type up her medical intervention report for senior management. She had no doubt it would be closely scrutinized given the nature of her client. 
 
      
With no windows, Diana's office was little more than a broom closet. 
 
      
Next to her wooden desk was a narrow bed, pushed hard up against the wall. The mattress was a dense foam slab covered in industrial strength plastic, not that anyone had ever complained. Anyone unfortunate enough to lie upon it generally had a host of other complaints in the forefront of their mind. 
 
      
Diana was restocking her first-aid kit from the medical supplies boxed up beneath the bed when she became aware of someone standing in the doorway.
 
      
“I was wondering if you had any painkillers,” Anderson said. 
 
      
“No opiates, sorry,” Diana said, looking up as she crouched down by the bed. “Nothing stronger than ibuprofen, but you probably already knew that, and could have got something considerably stronger from your very personal assistant.”
 
      
Anderson smiled. “It's not what you think.”
 
      
“It's none of my business,” Diana said, zipping up the first-aid kit.
 
      
“Can I trust you?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“No,” Diana said, laughing at the thought as she stood up and placed the first-aid kit on the edge of the bed.
 
      
“You see,” Anderson replied, leaning against the door jamb. “That's why I'd like to take you out to dinner.”
 
      
“Because you can't trust me?”
 
      
“Absolutely. A lack of trust is paramount in circumstances like this.”
 
      
Diana laughed, shaking her head.
 
      
“And I guess you're going to try to impress me, wow me with that millionaire factor?”
 
      
“Trillionaire,” he replied. He seemed interested to see what that evoked in her, but Diana was good at poker, she knew how to keep a straight face.
 
      
“Oh,” she said, raising her chin, deliberately overacting in her response. “Well, I am impressed.”
 
      
It didn't wipe the smile off his face, she noticed. He didn't seem fazed by her at all.
 
      
“Do you know what my problem is?” he asked.
 
      
“Hemorrhoids?” she replied innocently.
 
      
Anderson burst out laughing.
 
      
“You are outrageous,” he said. “You are so bad.”
 
      
“You have no idea,” she replied, playing along with him. “OK, so what is your problem? Other than a mild concussion and probably a bit of a headache.”
 
      
She dropped a couple of painkillers in his palm and handed him a bottle of water, adding, “And perhaps a touch of dehydration.”
 
      
“My problem is I impress people,” he said, swallowing the tablets with a mouthful of water. 
 
      
“Oh, that's terrible.”
 
      
“Oh, yes,” he continued, apparently missing the irony in her voice. “Only, the problem is, it's the wrong people that get impressed, and it's for the wrong reasons.”
 
      
“Really?”
 
      
“What would you say if I wore a bright red sweater with a pair of green trousers?”
 
      
“I'd say you were color blind.”
 
      
“Ah, yes,” he replied. “You would. But those around me would compliment me on my fashion sense, my vision and genius. In three months, the clash of red and green would be a craze on the catwalks in Paris.”
 
      
She smiled.
 
      
“You think I'm joking?”
 
      
“Oh, no. I think that explains quite a lot that comes out of Paris.”
 
      
They both laughed. 
 
      
“My point being,” he said. “I don't want to impress you. I'm glad you're not impressed.”
 
      
“So,” she said, leaning back on the corner of her desk. “You'd like to take me to dinner because you can't trust me and I'm not impressed by you.”
 
      
“Something like that,” he replied. “And to say thank you.”
 
      
“Well. You're a very kind man for a trillionaire.”
 
      
“So that's a yes?”
 
      
“You're very persistent,” she said. “So yes. But...”
 
      
“But?”
 
      
“But I am not sleeping with you.”
 
      
Anderson laughed. “Don't worry about that. It's a long story. I'll explain over dinner.”
 
      
Dinner in the fancy hotel restaurant wouldn't be the worst meal she'd had in Kenya, and it certainly beat cooking for one.
 
      
“All right. Dinner it is,” she agreed.
 
      
“Great,” he replied, smiling as he turned to walk away. “I'll send a chopper to pick you up at six.”
 
      
“A helicopter?” she asked, leaning out of her office after him.
 
      
“Yes,” he called out, already halfway down the hall. “And this time it's my turn to walk away without a proper explanation.”
 
      
Well, he had her there, she thought. 
 
      
“Oh, and wear something casual,” he called out as he disappeared through a door leading into the lobby.
 
      
The afternoon dragged. 
 
      
Three hours felt like three weeks. 
 
      
Diana wasn't impressed, she told herself. A helicopter didn't impress her, she was sure of that, at least she thought she was. Could she be bought  that easily? Would a diamond necklace have her swooning? The thought surprised her. The very concept, that she could be bought with flattering presents, was repugnant, but apparently she could, and that conflict bothered her. 
 
      
As much as she tried to deny it, Diana felt special, important, flattered to be chauffeured somewhere romantic in a helicopter. She hated herself for that while loving the way it felt. No, she decided, she wouldn't let herself be impressed even if she was. She didn't really know this guy. He could be a real asshole. He probably was.
 
      
She finished work at five and didn't wait another minute before driving over to the staff quarters behind the golf course adjacent to the hotel. 
 
      
Was it casual or practical he said, she wondered as she walked into her one-room apartment. Her apartment might be small, but she kept it neat and tidy. The dishes in the kitchenette were always put away, and the bed was made before she left each morning, making it more relaxing in the evening when she just wanted to get off her feet. Today, though, there was no lounging on the couch wondering what she'd rustle up for dinner while watching the evening news.
 
      
Diana fussed, looking through her wardrobe, wondering what she should wear, only to realize she was impressed. OK, she thought to herself, what would I wear if I wasn't impressed. 
 
      
This is silly, she thought, picking out a pair of jeans and a nice blouse. I'm acting like a teenage girl before heading out to the prom. The poor guy is just trying to be nice to a stranger that helped him out, only nice for him is over the top for the rest of us mere mortals. It'll be fun to go out for dinner, but that's it. 
 
      
She switched blouses a couple of times, finally settling on a t-shirt with a list of rock bands from the 60s and 70s artistically scattered on the white cotton. That seemed to say something about her, she thought, but she wasn't sure what. Deep down, she really didn't want anything else but dinner, at least she thought she didn't. Diana knew it was the novelty factor of being spoiled, and she could see through that with her head, if not with her heart. 
 
      
At a quarter to six, she headed down to the helipad by the lake, still feeling a little stupid for letting herself go gaga. Diana was determined to enjoy herself, but stay composed. And, whatever happened, she was not sleeping with this guy. He can get his thrills elsewhere, she decided.
 
    



 
      
3:02 Dinner
 
      
 
 
      
The helipad was only used for dignitaries, safaris or medical emergencies, of which there were never more than a couple a month, so the grassy patch with its giant white H was in pristine condition. 
 
      
Diana had only ever flown the two hundred miles to Nairobi a couple of times by chopper, most recently when a young woman was bitten by a black mamba while fishing along one of the rivers leading into Lake Victoria. The view during that flight had been breathtaking, flying high above the grassy plains with the snow-capped Mt. Kilimanjaro in the distance. Her patient had been quite calm and lucid so there wasn't much to do other than sit back and enjoy the scenery. The return flight had been in the early evening, with a full moon lighting the way. Diana was able to sit up front on the return, chatting with the pilot over the intercom headset. She loved the wrap-around view from the bubble canopy. 
 
      
Diana was lost in those memories as a helicopter appeared in the distance, coming in from over the lake. With the sun setting behind it, the helicopter looked like a dark bird on the horizon until slowly its form became visible. Within minutes, it was hovering over the pad, settling gently on the grass as it kicked up cyclone-force winds. 
 
      
Diana crouched instinctively, even though she was standing off the pad, below the raised embankment on which the helicopter touched down. She shielded her eyes. The wind slowed to a gale as one of Anderson's bodyguards jumped out and rushed over toward her.
 
      
“Ms. Narille. If you would come with me,” he yelled above the sound of the engine.
 
      
Diana followed him, copying his bowed approach even though she was almost a foot shorter than him. It surprised her that he knew her last name, and that made her feel important. The allure of flattering one's ego was such an easy trap to fall for, she reminded herself, feeling it was somewhat futile for her to resist.
 
      
Once they were on board, the helicopter lifted off, climbing gracefully into the sky. 
 
      
Diana looked down at the hotel as the chopper banked to one side, following an unwritten protocol to avoid flying directly overhead to avoid the annoyance of guests. The renovated lodge was a magnificent building, with a rabbit warren of interconnecting walkways and smaller buildings repurposed from their original design of barns, storage sheds and granaries into luxurious accommodations. 
 
      
The bodyguard handed her a set of headphones as she looked around the cabin of the helicopter, noticing Anderson was absent. In the rush of the moment, that detail had initially escaped her attention. With the headphones canceling out the noise of the engines she felt she could finally hear herself think. A slight crackle preceded a comment from the bodyguard.
 
      
“Welcome aboard, Ms Narille.”
 
      
“It's just Diana,” she replied, copying the bodyguard and pressing a small red button on the side of the microphone connected to the headset as she spoke. “But thank you.”
 
      
It felt strange to hear her own voice repeated back to her in a slightly electronic form.
 
      
“Where is Anderson?” she asked, looking out the window as dusk fell across Kenya. They were heading inland, across the savannah at a height of just a couple of hundred feet. Herds of zebra scattered across the plain. The acacia trees looked resplendent in the softening light, casting long shadows over the ground. The clouds up high in the stratosphere glowed with tinges of yellow, pink and a deepening red.
 
      
“He's already on site,” came the cryptic reply. 
 
      
On site, thought Diana. That sounded like an awfully formal term for a restaurant. They were heading roughly north so they weren't going to Nairobi or Kisumu, which would have been east and west respectively. 
 
      
For a while she assumed they were heading toward one of the numerous private ranches dotted around the landscape, perhaps some kind of exclusive lodge frequented only by a select few. She wondered what kind of exotic meal a trillionaire would use to entice his prey into a snare, smiling quietly to herself with that amusing thought. 
 
      
What couldn't he afford? Perhaps he's flown in some world-class chef from France? Would that impress her? Was he trying to impress her? Did she want to be impressed? But those thoughts dissipated as she noticed the spaceport looming on the horizon ahead. As darkness descended, brilliant lights lit up the tall, white rocket sitting on the launch pad, setting it in stark contrast against the deepening blackness of the night sky.
 
      
The helicopter remained a considerable way out from the rocket as the pilot swung around the area in an arc, keeping the man-made edifice that contained the launch pad and access gantry roughly centered. Diana was seated on the wrong side of the helicopter. She had to peer past the pilot, then around the window frame and across in front of the bodyguard to get a good view.
 
      
White vapor drifted from the fuel tanks towering above the boosters, dissipating as it floated on the breeze. The gentle cloud seemed incongruous with the violence waiting to be unleashed by the docile rocket engines. It was a slumbering giant, ready to be awakened.
 
      
“Magnificent, isn't it?” said the bodyguard.
 
      
Diana thought about it for a moment before reaching up and switching on her microphone.
 
      
“Don't you think he's compensating for something?”
 
      
The bodyguard roared with laughter. Although she could see his head rock back as his mouth opened in surprise, the sound of his laughter was like a muted whisper to her, reaching out from beyond the noise-canceling headphones, but she smiled, pleased to have evoked such a response.
 
      
“Oh,” the bodyguard replied, keying his microphone, and trying not to laugh further. “Anderson said you were a handful. He wasn't kidding.”
 
      
The helicopter descended to the roof of a large building well over a mile away from the rocket, out on the east side of the plain. They had taken the long way there, having circled around from the south, out to the west and then turning back from the north. Anderson was trying to impress her, she decided, thinking it would be an interesting evening indeed, far more so than she had anticipated. 
 
      
Diana stepped out of the helicopter, onto the helipad and into the gale force wind of the rotors still whirling overhead. 
 
      
The bodyguard ushered her down the steps leading away from the pad and into a closed stairwell. Once inside, he straightened his jacket and tightened the Windsor knot on his tie. Diana was seriously underdressed. She looked down at her clothing and, although there was no need to she straightened her t-shirt a little. It just seemed like the right thing to do. Her t-shirt had been blown around, shifting on her frame slightly, but any adjustments were pointless. The allure and aura of power was getting to her, and she didn't like how compliant she had become. It didn't bode well, and so she resolved not to play the game, not to become baited in a honey trap.
 
      
“Dress casual my ass,” she mumbled under her breath.
 
      
“Sorry, I didn't catch that,” the bodyguard said.
 
      
“Nothing,” Diana replied, putting on her nicest fake smile.
 
      
They walked down two flights of stairs and through series of steel doors with biometric security. Looking up at the closed circuit video camera, Diana felt like she was in a spy movie. She watched with fascination as the bodyguard stood at a biometric scanner with his hand pressed firmly against a dark pane of glass. Very James Bond, she concluded. Surely, there was a martini waiting for her inside—shaken, not stirred.
 
      
Beyond the door lay an open plan room, stretching out across the entire floor. It surprised her. She wasn't sure quite what she expected, but she guessed it would have been a rabbit warren of confusing corridors and nondescript rooms, each with secrets hidden inside. Instead, technicians sat at computer consoles in the open-plan room. 
 
      
A sea of heads sat behind numerous monitors, each displaying a variety of graphs and charts, gauges and maps. Video screens dominated an entire wall, each displaying a different image of the launch pad or another array of gauges and graphs. One  particular screen caught her eye, as it showed a view of the curving surface of the Earth from space, probably somewhere over the Pacific given the amount of blue radiating from beneath the swirling white clouds. The Pacific was a world away.
 
      
Diana was so engrossed in the view she didn't realize they'd walked up to Anderson. The bodyguard peeled away to one side, giving them some space. In the midst of all the noise and chatter within the room, they had an unusual form of privacy.
 
      
“Glad you could make it,” Anderson said, offering her his hand. 
 
      
She accepted, shaking his hand and noticing the tenderness in his touch. There was none of the macho iron-grip his physique suggested. He seemed kind, considerate.
 
      
“So, what do you think?”
 
      
“Well,” Diana replied, struggling to know quite what she thought about all that suddenly surrounded her. “As far as first dates go, this is…”
 
      
“Impressive?”
 
      
Her eyes narrowed as she looked carefully at him, not wanting to commit to such a description.
 
      
“I was thinking overkill,” she replied, teasing him. “As impressive as it is, I have to say it rates quite low on the romantic scale. There's no roses, no candles, no soft piano music.”
 
      
“Hah,” Anderson replied smiling. “But I got you, didn't I? It is impressive, isn't it?”
 
      
“Yes, it is,” she replied, conceding. “But is that what you were after? To impress me?”
 
      
“Oh, no. But I do like the banter, and I like being able to take you off guard,” Anderson said smiling. “Neither of us likes to concede ground. Neither of us is driven by acceptance or prestige, but I must admit it was nice to see the look on your face when you walked in here.”
 
      
Diana tightened her lips, twisting them gently to one side, somewhat lost in the thought of what he meant, wondering if she'd wandered in here looking like a deer in the headlights. Her eyelids closed slightly, focusing her vision into a smaller area. A furrow appeared across her brow.
 
      
“Oh, and that look is even better. You say so much more with your expressions than you do with words.”
 
      
“Okay. So what's for dinner, Mr. Spaceman?” she asked, trying to shift the discussion to more comfortable ground.
 
      
Anderson laughed, telling her dinner was a little later. He beckoned for her to follow him as he gave her a tour of the floor.
 
      
As they walked among the cubicles, Anderson pointed out the various stations: Ground Control, Flight and Telemetry, Engineering, Range Officer, Emergency Response and Recovery, IT Systems, Crew Liaison, Site Security, Medical Monitoring, Orbiter Tracking and Assistance, along with formal posts for NASA and ESA. He introduced her to each of the managers who stood, smiled politely, shook her hand and mumbled something courteous. Diana felt like the Queen of England visiting the troops. 
 
      
As they walked downstairs to the lower level, Diana realized the track suit Anderson was wearing, with its Space Conglomeration logo over the heart, was more than a corporate uniform. He was wearing a flight suit.
 
      
“Please tell me you're not going to strap yourself to that stick of dynamite out there,” she said as they stood at the ready room, peering through a glass window into what looked like an airlock. 
 
      
Anderson either ignored her or didn't hear what she said as the outer door opened with a hiss of air. 
 
      
“This way,” he said.
 
      
Once the outer door had closed behind them, jets of dry, cool air erupted from the floor, walls and ceiling, blowing Diana's hair in front of her face. Air ruffled up beneath her clothes, chilling her slightly. It felt like she was running for the helicopter all over again.
 
      
“This is a sterile environment,” Anderson yelled above the noise. “The positive pressure is to remove microns of dust, bugs, mites, that kind of stuff. Think of it like a dry shower.” 
 
      
The wind died down, leaving a steady hiss in the background. The smell reminded her of a hospital, and the heavy use of anti-bacterial sprays.
 
      
“Yes, it is necessary,” Anderson said, as though he had read her mind. He handed her a surgical robe, hairnet and disposable covers for her shoes. They were all items she was familiar with from her time in the emergency surgical unit at the Chicago Memorial Hospital. There were no plastic gloves but, just like the surgical unit, there was a scrub station, with long handled taps that could be worked with the elbows, and a soft bristle brush for exfoliating the skin and getting under the fingernails. 
 
      
Diana knew the drill and scrubbed up to her elbows as Anderson did likewise, chatting idly about how he had spent the afternoon with the Kenyan Minister for Defense. It wasn't pretentious, more matter of fact, but Diana was determined to shift the balance of the conversation in her favor. 
 
      
“Hmm,” she said, glossing over his comments as she washing the lather of soap from her arms. “Does this mean I'm going to get to cut you open?”
 
      
“I suspect you'd enjoy that.”
 
      
She replied with nothing more than a smile. 
 
      
They entered the inner room, passing through the airlock. Technicians moved around, ignoring them, working with what she presumed were the other astronauts. They were all dressed in the same Space Con tracksuits. 
 
      
Diana was surprised by how large the room was relative to its low height. With a false floor and drop ceiling, she thought even she could reach up and touch the ceiling. A couple of the astronauts cleared the low ceiling by just a few inches.
 
      
For the most part, the atmosphere was relaxed. The astronauts and technicians were talking, laughing. Some of them were examining equipment, others were watching TV on small tablet computers, or reading to pass the time. One of the technicians came bounding up to them as they walked toward the back of the long room.
 
      
“So this is Diana?” he asked, greeting Anderson with a handshake.
 
      
“Yes. Diana, this is Berry. Berry, Diana.” 
 
      
Berry and Diana shook hands warmly.
 
      
“Berry is our senior flight engineer and part-time physicist,” Anderson said, turning to Diana. “Don't let the tech outfit fool you. Berry is a veteran of six space flights.”
 
      
“But not this one, regrettably,” Berry added. “Too much to keep on top of down here.”
 
      
“Oh,” Diana said, having no idea about the magnitude of whatever he was working on, but feeling like she should.
 
      
“Dinner is served,” Berry said, leading them to a small table in the corner.
 
      
A portable card table had been set up beside one of the workbenches. A couple of glasses of red wine had been placed next to a candelabra with four unlit candles. Two plates sat on the table, each covered with aluminum foil. Diana noticed there wasn't any cutlery, which was a curious omission. Anderson pulled out a chair for her and she sat as Berry excused himself, saying something about finding a cat.
 
      
“Thank you,” she said.
 
      
“I dare say, this is probably somewhat less than you imagined,” Anderson said sitting across from her.
 
      
She smiled. “It's wonderful.”
 
      
Diana picked up the wine glass and sipped. Grape juice. Anderson smiled, taking a sip from his glass.
 
      
Diana laughed as she put the glass down, saying, “Well, it's good to see common sense prevails when it comes to space travel.”
 
      
“Oh, that it does,” Anderson replied. “There are strict rules around alcohol and space. In the low-pressure environment, it goes straight to your head.”
 
      
Anderson peeled back the foil covering his plate. Diana followed likewise.
 
      
“Burger and fries,” she said with a genuine air of surprise.
 
      
“Are you disappointed?”
 
      
“Not at all,” she replied, not quite sure if she was being truthful or not. She added, “It's nice, it really is. You know, I expected that having dinner with a trillionaire would be different, and I didn't know quite what to expect, so this, well, this is delightfully different from anything I could have imagined.”
 
      
Anderson poked at his French fries. They'd gone soft and soggy under the aluminum foil. He picked one up and it fell limp, curling back toward the table, to which they both burst out laughing.
 
      
“Oh, I'd light the candles but we're acclimatizing in an 80% oxygen environment in preparation for the flight. The flame would be about six inches long and the smoke would set off the fire detectors.”
 
      
Diana waved her hand, turning her head slightly to signal no big deal. The truth was, she loved it. As far as first dates went, it was quirky, unpredictable and unpretentious, which suited her and helped her relax a little and loosen up.
 
      
“So,” she said, biting into a few lukewarm French fries, deciding it wasn't too impolite to keep the conversation going while she chewed. “You're about to blast off into space?”
 
      
 
        “Yep,” Anderson replied casually, munching on his burger, having no misgivings about talking with his mouth full. “Have you heard about the 
        Savannah
        , the 
        Serengeti
         and the 
        Rift Valley
        ?” 
      
 
      
“Vaguely,” Diana confessed, trying the burger. Although the meat patty was a little cool, it was juicy. The bun was light and airy, the lettuce crisp. With slices of tomato, cucumber and beetroot on top of the patty, even a small bite of the hamburger took some effort, but it tasted great.
 
      
 
        “To future generations they will be names synonymous with 
        Santa Maria, La Nina
         and 
        La Pinta
        , the three ships Christopher Columbus commanded in his exploration of the New World.
      
 
      
“The press calls them space ships, but they're not, they're starships. Built in orbit around the Moon, from resources refined at the Luna base and raised into orbit using the lunar space elevator. They'll never make landfall anywhere.”
 
      
His eyes were wide with excitement as he spoke.
 
      
“They'll never land, never know the pull of our gravity, never touch our atmosphere, or any other atmosphere for that matter. They are mankind's stepping stones to the stars.”
 
      
Diana wasn't one to get glassy-eyed at the prospect of adventure, but the passion in his voice carried her on.
 
      
“Apart from the antimatter engines, and their ability to polarize virtual particles to gather fuel in flight, the most remarkable facet of their design is their ability to regenerate.”
 
      
“Regenerate?” Diana asked. “You're talking about them as though they were alive.”
 
      
“They can regenerate and refurbish everything, including the crew.”
 
      
“How is that possible?” she asked.
 
      
“The technology is still new, but we've built these things so they're floating toolkits. The truth is, we're hundreds of years away from perfecting the technology we really need for interstellar flight, but that's the beauty of the plan. We don't need everything on day one, we just need the ability to conduct refit and upgrade activities while in-flight. 
 
      
 
        “If this was the 1500s, Columbus would be starting out with a couple of row boats and enough supplies to make it over the horizon. He'd be gathering driftwood along the way to shore up the 
        Santa Maria
         against the growing ocean swell, watching as the storms rolled in.”
      
 
      
Diana was fascinated. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. The burger tasted great, the conversation was even better. Anderson kept talking between bites.
 
      
“There's a debate that has bugged NASA since its inception,” Anderson continued. “Voyager or Apollo? Should we invest in manned or unmanned space flights? Where should the money be spent? Which is better for exploration and discovery? And the answer is obvious, at least to everyone except the bureaucrats on Capitol Hill. Care to take a guess?”
 
      
Diana finished a small mouthful of fries, thinking carefully about her reply.
 
      
“Neither, if it means ignoring the other,” she ventured, going out on a limb. Diana felt exposed offering such a strong opinion, but it wasn't in her nature to sit passively on the sidelines, and she figured she was here for more than just her good looks. If she was wrong, she'd learn something. If she was right, she was tracking with the conversation, anticipating the arguments.
 
      
“Exactly,” Anderson said excitedly, slapping his hand on the flimsy table. Grape juice sloshed around in the wine glasses. “Damn, I should bring you along to the next senate appropriations committee meeting. Let them hear this from someone else. You see, I get branded with the manned exploration label all the time, but that is so shortsighted. I'm a proponent for exploration of any kind.
 
      
“If they had reversed the missions back in the 60s and 70s, and sent a probe to the Moon while Armstrong, Aldrin and Collins performed a flyby of Jupiter and Saturn, the results would not have been the same, and we would have been poorer for it. We got the best outcomes with both missions as they were. We needed both for progress.”
 
      
“Each has its strengths and weaknesses,” Diana said.
 
      
“Precisely. There is a place for both.”
 
      
“And so you're going to take mankind to the stars?” she asked.
 
      
 
        “I'd like to. Tonight's flight is to inspect the 
        Savannah
        , run her through some shake-out tests in orbit. The actual departure date for the spiral arm mission isn't scheduled for six years, and, like everyone else up for crew selection, I have to qualify for the maiden flight.”
      
 
      
Diana raised an eyebrow in surprise, but didn't say anything. She was his guest. She was trying to be polite, but she clearly signaled that she found his statement a little dubious. Anderson seemed to pick up on her body language.
 
      
“I'd like to think I'm earning my place on the crew, not buying my way onto the flight.”
 
      
Diana's lips tightened as she fought not to say something sarcastic or cynical.
 
      
“You think I'm lying?”
 
      
“Lying is too strong a term,” she replied. “But I suspect you're using your influence to sway decisions in your favor.”
 
      
“Then is it bribery?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“I'm guessing you see it as business,” she replied. “But, yes, it seems coercive, gaining undue influence.”
 
      
Diana felt uncomfortable, but she had to be honest. Anderson was complex. She couldn't figure him out. At the risk of offending him, she had to speak her mind.
 
      
“And that's what I love about you,” he replied. “Do you know how hard it is for me to have an honest, frank discussion like this with the corporate yahoos that surround me day in and day out?”
 
      
Love was a strong word. It wasn't a word Diana used lightly, even in a casual sense, and she wondered about Anderson's motives. Was there some deeper intent, or did he simply use this term more freely than she would? She knew it was meant colloquially and knew he was an extrovert—everything was larger than life, including his language.
 
      
 
        “It's an investment, not a bribe. My family's money and influence has allowed me to cut in line and fast track the establishment of the Space Conglomeration, but that does not extend to the 
        Savannah
        . 
      
 
      
“I was the champion for the Kenyan spaceport. Sure, I've bummed a few rides on the jump seat of the orbital flights, but my influence also gave me the opportunity to steer reforms within the industry, particularly in the heavily political machinations of NASA and ESA. Part of that has been to decouple flight assignments from the astronaut office, handing it over to mission planners. I've ensured the selection panel is double-blind, looking only at the qualifications and experience of astronauts, not their name, gender or background.”
 
      
“So if anything,” Diana interjected, “you may well have undermined your own efforts to make the crew?”
 
      
“Yes. Hopefully, history will record otherwise, but I'm competing equally with everyone else.”
 
      
“I bet that keeps you focused.”
 
      
“Absolutely, as it should for all of us. It's a case of may the best man win, and I intend to be that man.”
 
      
“Man?” Diana asked.
 
      
Anderson laughed, adding, “Figuratively speaking, of course. If the best person is a woman, I'll wholeheartedly support her.”
 
      
His emphasis on the word person seemed to be a genuine effort to correct his gaffe, but Diana wasn't convinced he could live up to his words. Alpha males, she was aware, had a long and not-so-illustrious history of leading the pack. Anything less was difficult for them to see as anything other than a failure, even though failure was rarely the case.
 
      
She had a beady look in her eye, as though she were trying to peer past the mask of flesh and blood, to look down into his heart. She wanted to see the real Anderson.
 
      
“You don't believe me?”
 
      
“Whether I believe you or not is immaterial,” she replied. “But I'd like to. I'd like to think there's fair competition in this world. Unfortunately, more often than not, I'm proven wrong.”
 
      
Anderson went quiet. He seemed lost in thought, which Diana found unusual given his vivacious character. Somehow, her opinion was important to him, but she didn't know why. Why should it be? Who was she? A nurse working at a foreign hotel. There were far more important people than her passing judgment on his actions all the time. Given his background, she knew Anderson must mix with heads of industry, with senators and congressmen, perhaps even with the President. Why should he care what she thought?
 
      
“What is the one thing a trillionaire wants above all else?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
 
      
Diana thought about his question. A few ideas sprung to mind, but his subdued demeanor had her think quite intently about her answer. It was then she realized why she was here.
 
      
“Whatever he can't have,” she offered as an answer. “Whatever he can't buy.”
 
      
“And what can't he buy?” Anderson asked, looking her in the eyes. 
 
      
Diana felt uncomfortable. She wanted to turn and look away. The impulse was almost overwhelming, but she fought to hold her nerve, to hold his steely gaze. She knew nothing about him. Just a few tidbits the girls at the hotel reception desk had told her, but he was nothing like the picture they had painted. So much for a romantic dinner. If this was his idea of courtship, any second date probably involved waterboarding. Diana tried not to laugh at the thought. He was so serious. Had he seen the slight smirk on her face when that thought had flashed across her mind? She hoped not, and fought to keep a straight face. His gaze was icy cool. She imagined Anderson was good at poker. 
 
      
“What can't he buy?” she asked rhetorically, toying with him, trying to lighten things up. “That's almost as interesting a question as, why would he take a complete stranger out on a date before launching himself into space?”
 
      
“Maybe the answer is one and the same,” Anderson offered.
 
      
Her mind cast back to their meeting in the village, and then to how she treated the cut to his forehead, before settling on the conversation in her office. He had told her the answer back then.
 
      
“Trust,” she said. 
 
      
“Yes,” he replied softly, taking a sip of grape juice. “So why you? Why do all the trillionaires fall for you?”
 
      
“I've been asking myself the same question all afternoon,” she answered, feeling something rubbing up against her leg. Diana looked down and a cat purred, rubbing itself against her shins as it weaved between her legs.
 
      
“Who let you in here?” Diana said with warmth in her voice, reaching down and picking up the cat. Resting it on her lap, she started patting it. The cat was more interested in smelling her plate, clearly thinking about grabbing the patty from her hamburger and making a run for it. 
 
      
Berry came running over, saying, “Oh, you naughty girl.”
 
      
“I assume you mean the cat,” Diana said. 
 
      
Anderson laughed. 
 
      
She handed Berry the cat and he wandered off, rubbing its head as he spoke to it, whispering secrets in its ear.
 
      
“Now,” she began, “you can't tell me that cat went through the airlock with the jets of air blasting all around the place.”
 
      
Anderson smiled. He seemed relieved by the turn of conversation. “You'd be surprised what that cat has been through. It’s kind of a mascot, a lucky charm, if you will. Berry takes her everywhere.”
 
      
“And you let him?”
 
      
“Let him? I couldn't stop him if I tried. Berry is brilliant. He has an incredible mind. Take him out of his comfort zone, give him a technical problem in an area where he has no expertise and, wham! You'd think he had a Ph.D. in that field. You'd think he'd spent decades lecturing to post-grads. 
 
      
“So he loves cats. No problem. I can live with that for the sake of the genius he brings to the project. Although it does get odd looks from the various senators and investment bankers conducting due diligence assessments. Give them half an hour with Berry, though, and all their fears are allayed. In fact, all I ever hear from them afterwards is, how's Berry? How's the cat? It's quite funny, really, but they go all gooey in the end. 
 
      
“So, here am I, hosting these dignitaries, fielding questions from their support staff, trying to present serious responses to any objections raised, and all they care about is that damn cat. I guess it gives them something quirky they can identify with in the midst of all the technical complexity. There's a touch of humanity in caring for something other than yourself.”
 
      
Diana smiled, saying, “Such a cute cat.”
 
      
“See,” Anderson cried, pointing at her. “This is exactly what I'm talking about!”
 
      
He laughed, adding, “I think I need to get myself a cat. Yes, that's it, a cat will cure all my ills. Cats in congressional hearings. That could work.”
 
      
Diana turned back to him, returning to their previous conversation as she asked, “Why is trust so important to you?”
 
      
“Because it's so rare. Gold, diamonds, emeralds and rubies, none of them compare. You can't buy trust.” 
 
      
“But you must have people you trust?”
 
      
“Oh, sure, I trust Berry. I trust the guys and gals in this room. I trust those about to launch me into space, and that's why they're in those positions.
 
      
“In business transactions, I establish partnerships with a particular supplier and I trust the commercial relationship. I negotiate with a senator and I trust he'll keep his word. But it's not the same as real trust.”
 
      
Anderson signaled with his hand, pointing around the room without making it obvious. “There's no one in this room that I wouldn't trust with my life. And that's important to me, more important than all the riches in the world. 
 
      
“See the guy helping Jonathan over there with a wrist coupling on that space suit? That's Awotwi. He's from a village just outside of Nairobi. His name means, the eighth child. Can you imagine that? Naming your kids numbers? I guess it makes roll call easy. But it highlights how practical and versatile the Kenyans are, and Awotwi is remarkable. He only ever received a basic education in the village school, never made it to high school, but has a mind as sharp as any I've seen at Harvard or Yale. Given the chance, he has excelled.”
 
      
“Do you know what your problem is?” Diana asked.
 
      
“Hemorrhoids, apparently,” Anderson replied, smiling at her. “No. Seriously, what is my problem?”
 
      
“You trust people too much. I saw it in the village. It never even crossed your mind that someone would try to steal from you.”
 
      
Anderson seemed to ponder this deeply.
 
      
“And I think it gets you into trouble,” she added.
 
      
“You do?” he replied, raising an eyebrow. He was clearly intrigued by the concept. “And what makes you think that?”
 
      
Diana leaned forward, reaching over and touching the side of his forehead gently with her fingertips. A faint red line marked where the gash on his forehead had once bled profusely. She could feel the outline of his skin beneath the thin plastic coating. There was a little swelling, some minor bruising. It would probably be more obvious in the days to come when the burst blood vessels beneath the skin turned purple, but for now there was barely a raised lump.
 
      
“Who did this to you?”
 
      
Anderson sat back, jerking as though he'd been shocked with an electric jolt. 
 
      
Diana withdrew her hand.
 
      
“How did you know?” he asked.
 
      
“The story was all wrong,” Diana said. “It was the lingerie beside the bed that bothered me. It looked out of place, as though it had been planted there. It wasn't natural. It was something I was meant to see. Well, not me specifically, but whoever came into the room. It was a distraction, something to throw a curious mind off the scent. 
 
      
“The problem was, the bed had already been made. So housekeeping had been in there at some point during the morning. They would have picked up any dirty linen, loose clothing and stuff, so where did the lingerie come from?
 
      
“And you were having a shower after lunch. That struck me as odd. I mean, I know you trillionaires are a law unto yourselves, but I'd guess even you would shower before eating lunch, not afterwards. And then you looked me up and down when I entered the room like you were checking me out. You're no playboy trillionaire. You're a ham actor. You wouldn't make it in Hollywood. Don't quit your day job.”
 
      
Anderson tried not to smile.
 
      
He put his hands together, with his fingertips pressing against each other. His chin rested on his thumbs. His fingers were poised, slightly obscuring the look on his face. 
 
      
“And when people slip in the bathroom,” she continued, “they fall backwards, but the cut is on your forehead. If you'd fallen forward, you would have caught yourself with your hands and avoided splitting your head open. No, I think someone hit you. Someone struck you with something, but I couldn't figure out what until I realized what was missing from the room.”
 
      
“And that was?” he asked.
 
      
“The mask you bought in the village.”
 
      
“Oh, you're good,” Anderson said, dropping his hands.
 
      
“You shouldn't be flying into space, you know. You probably have a mild-grade concussion, and I suspect the pressures you're about to be subjected to could aggravate that.”
 
      
“You sound like my mother.”
 
      
“I sound like someone who cares.”
 
      
That statement seemed to stop both of them in their tracks. Diana composed herself.
 
      
“So why? Why would someone attack you? And why would you cover up what really happened? And, more important, whose lingerie was that?”
 
      
Anderson grinned in response to the last question. Diana thought that would amuse him, and almost didn't ask, but her curiosity got the better of her. As serious as the assault was, it was the lingerie that held the most significance for her. She didn't want to admit it, but it was because she didn't own anything quite as pretty, and she wanted to know if she was being played like a game fish on a line, being reeled in for a few moments, only to be allowed to run free for a while before the line went taut again.
 
      
“I'd like to say you've been watching too many detective shows on TV,” Anderson replied. “But you're pretty much correct, except it wasn't the mask. I'd already shipped that off to my office in Washington. Because it's wooden, it has to spend a couple of months in quarantine, so I sent it ahead.”
 
      
“Who hit you?” Diana asked, not liking the way he edged around the question.
 
      
“It's complicated,” Anderson replied. “It's not really something I can go into with you.”
 
      
“Why?” Diana asked. “Because you can't trust me?”
 
      
Anderson shook his finger, grinning. “Oh, you're bad.”
 
      
Diana was silent. She wanted an answer. For her, this was no game. She folded her arms, sending a clear visual message. 
 
      
“There's considerable opposition to what we're trying to do here, from a variety of different interest groups. Some days I wonder if anyone actually wants this project to succeed.”
 
      
“Why?” she asked. 
 
      
Anderson was deliberately vague. Diana surprised herself with how forcible she was on this topic. It was none of her business, and that was all he had to say to end the matter. He didn't owe her an explanation. She knew that, but she demanded one anyway.
 
      
“Because it's daring. Because it's audacious. Because it pushes the bounds of what is known. Because it is stepping out into the unknown.
 
      
“Not everyone is quick to embrace change. Our natural tendency, particularly as we grow old, is to become conservative, to be averse to risk, to find reasons for not doing things.
 
      
“You must have seen it? You came here from the US. You must have recognized it in your friends, your family, yourself? Running off halfway around the world and risking it all to chase a dream, risking your future, your stability. You must have felt the weight of inertia holding you back, pulling you down like quicksand. We have an instinctive survival mechanism that says avoid danger, avoid change. The same works, so keep things the same. But for some of us, the hills beckon, urging us on over the horizon.”
 
      
Diana could have listened to him all night. He was right. It was surprising she made it to Kenya. The very possibility grew out of an impulse, a spur of the moment decision. 
 
      
Diana had seen a posting for the job with an online recruitment agency and applied in jest, not thinking she'd ever get the position, but secretly wishing she would. When a request came through for a virtual interview she had been electrified. Then reality set in. Africa, it wasn't Aurora, Illinois. Rather than being a world away, it felt like another time, another age. 
 
      
Her father was horrified. Her mother was confused, thinking Diana was running away from something, not realizing she was running toward the prospect of a new life, a fresh start, an adventure. 
 
      
But standing there at O'Hare airport, looking up at the departure gate with the first of her five airline tickets in hand, the question on her mind wasn't whether she should have forked out an extra couple of thousand dollars to purchase a direct, hypersonic flight, but whether she should end her trip somewhere else along the way before reaching Africa, perhaps in New York or London, or even Italy. Just last month, her brother had asked her if she had any regrets, which she found astonishing. The idea that she was living out her dreams was impossible. Yes, she thought, the unknown scares people. It provokes dread, not excitement, the prospect of loss, not gain.
 
      
Anderson hadn't noticed the glazed look in her eyes. He kept talking.
 
      
“Some senior directors at NASA oppose deep exploration, saying it's a waste of resources because the payoff stretches beyond their lifetimes, or indeed, the lifetimes of their great, great-grand children, so why do it? What's the point? Where is the value?
 
      
“Several prominent senators oppose the project as well, but only because special interest groups have lobbied for these funds to be diverted into protecting the environment. Why look for life elsewhere, they argue, when it is being destroyed here on Earth?
 
      
“Numerous scientists have lobbied against this long range exploration mission, saying we should focus on the colonization of habitable star systems closer to Earth before reaching out into the galaxy at large. They argue that the Mars base isn't a viable, long-term colony as it will never rival even the smallest nation on Earth. Mankind must find a new home, they say. They are calling for diaspora, survival by means of dispersal throughout the stars.
 
      
“Religious groups point to the contradiction of modern Africa, with its spaceport and starvation. With dictators brutally repressing all the surrounding countries, Kenya, they say, is being artificially propped up. They plead for just a fraction of our funds to be diverted to alleviate human suffering.
 
      
“Nationalists here in Kenya, warlords in Ethiopia, Chad, Eritrea and Uganda, they all despise us. It seems we have given them a common cause to unite against, the supposed return of colonialism. They call themselves the African Liberation Army, as though they would bring freedom rather than tyranny, liberty rather than brutal oppression and slavery.
 
      
“And then there are the NGOs and charities, from Save the Children to the AIDS Prevention Council, all of them seem to have a beef with us, finding some obscure rationale to criticize our work, even though we have poured hundreds of millions of dollars into the country, established schools, hospitals and wildlife preserves.”
 
      
“And,” Diana said. “You don't agree with any of them.”
 
      
“No. I think they oversimplify both the problems they face and the solutions they propose.”
 
      
Diana said, “And for all their opposition, none of them attacked you in a Kenyan hotel room, did they?”
 
      
“No, they didn't.”
 
      
Diana was silent.
 
      
“Not everything is what it seems,” he continued. “To operate in Africa, even in a commonwealth country, requires certain extracurricular activities.”
 
      
“Some would say bribes,” Diana added, amused by how Anderson danced around the issue with his flowery language. It was as though he didn't want to stain himself with the concept.
 
      
“Okay, you've got me,” he said. “Bribes. I'd like to say they've all been undertaken without my knowledge, and I suspect there have been more than a few that have, but there are some that I'm party to.”
 
      
“And bribery works both ways,” Diana offered. “It greases the wheels, but, in turn, it demands more grease.”
 
      
“Precisely.”
 
      
Diana said, “This is getting out of hand. If they're prepared to exert physical violence, you need to get the authorities involved.”
 
      
“They are the authorities,” Anderson replied dryly. “I've been trying to straighten things out, ensure local contracts are going to the best companies, not the chief's son, things like that, and this was a warning.”
 
      
“So what are you going to do about it?” she asked, leaning forward with wrapped attention.
 
      
“Tighten security. Keep pushing through reforms. Mark those that are contrary and try to isolate them. The problem is, they're everywhere. It's like swatting flies on the savannah. You knock one away  only to make room for two or three more. They run the army, the police, the local government. Even UN force commanders expect reciprocal arrangements.
 
      
“Why couldn't the equator pass through Texas instead of Kenya? We depend on these people for our border security, our fuel supply, the safe transit of our staff.” 
 
      
Berry walked up holding a small Styrofoam box with a handle on top. It reminded Diana of the perishable medical containers she used to see back in Chicago, transporting organs between hospitals. She didn't say anything about that particular mental association though, confident that this box didn't contain a liver or a kidney. 
 
      
“I hope I'm not disturbing anything,” Berry said, putting the box down on the small table. “But dessert is served, fresh from the New York evening flight, choppered in from Nairobi.”
 
      
Diana raised an eyebrow, wondering what was in the box as Berry put a couple of plastic spoons on the table and took away their plates.
 
      
“Thank you,” Diana called out as Berry wandered away. 
 
      
“Shall we?” Anderson asked, gesturing toward the box, suggesting Diana should open the lid.
 
      
Diana was intrigued. She peeled back some sticky tape and lifted the lid. A cool, white vapor filled the bottom the box, gently spilling out onto the table. Inside there was an all too familiar shape, a tub with fancy writing printed on the side, along with the image of a dairy cow swinging its tail.
 
      
“Ben & Jerry's cookie dough ice cream!” she exclaimed, feeling like a kid at Christmas. “How did you know? Wait. Don't tell me. I don't want to know.”
 
      
“It was…”
 
      
“I'm not listening,” Diana replied, cutting him off as she pried open the lid of the ice cream tub. Her motion disturbed the vapor of the dry ice inside the styrofoam container, sending a wave of fine mist rolling over the table and onto the floor, adding to the allure of the moment. “It's like a magic trick. You'll spoil the moment if you tell me.”
 
      
Anderson laughed.
 
      
“It's been four years,” Diana said, talking to the small round container. “Four long years.”
 
      
The ice cream was quite firm, which surprised her given the summer heat outside. Toward the edge, it was so hard she thought she would break the spoon, but she persisted, digging out a scoop of ice cream. Diana started to take a bite but, looking at the grin on Anderson's face, she stopped. She reached out, holding the spoon just inches from his face.
 
      
“Oh, I couldn't take the first bite,” he said.
 
      
“Go on,” she replied. “You know you want to.”
 
      
Anderson played along, taking a bite.
 
      
“Mmmm. That's good,” he said, as Diana carefully scooped out another spoonful. “I could get used to being spoon fed.”
 
      
The innuendo was obvious, but Diana decided to be a smartass, so she replied, saying, “Well, you'd better get used to it, because when you hit eighty or ninety years of age, it's all the action you're going to get from a beautiful young nurse like me.”
 
      
“You are outrageous!” Anderson yelped, almost spitting out the melting ice cream as he broke into a laugh.
 
      
Diana dug some more ice cream out of the tub. She slipped the spoon into her mouth, closing her eyes and savoring the taste. She paused, enjoying the flavor.
 
      
“Well,” Anderson said. “I knew this wasn't the most romantic of meals, so I thought a little taste of home might be welcome.”
 
      
Diana smiled, taking a rather large lump of ice cream on the end of her spoon as she enjoyed another bite of dessert. Berry was watching from one of the other open cubicles. A grin stretched across his face. Diana waved with her hand, signaling for him to come over as she sucked on the ice cream stuck to her spoon, wanting to make the moment last.
 
      
Berry walked over. To his visible surprise, she handed him the tub of ice cream, saying, “You have got to try some of this. Share it around. Be sure Awotwi gets some. He won't have tasted anything like this in his life.”
 
      
“Are you sure you want to give this up?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“I'm sure,” Diana said, taking one last scoop. “Ice cream never tastes as good as when it's shared.”
 
      
Anderson reached over and took a last scoop before Berry wandered off.
 
      
Diana looked around for Berry's cat, knowing it would like to lick the spoon, but it was asleep over by the launch suits.
 
      
Anderson looked pleased with himself.
 
      
 
        “So, tell me about the 
        Savannah
        ,” Diana said. Her request was more than an attempt at being polite. Although she didn't have much interest in space exploration or advanced technology, she was interested in Anderson, and she knew his interest in the project would reveal something of his character.
      
 
      
 
        “Well, she's beautiful. She's sister ship to the 
        Serengeti
         and the 
        Rift Valley
        , giving us the opportunity to explore our galaxy. 
      
 
      
 
        “The three vessels will head in three different directions. The 
        Serengeti
         will go up above the galactic plane, leaving the Milky Way behind, while the 
        Rift Valley
         heads in toward the galactic core. The 
        Savannah
         is going out toward the star forming regions on the rim of our galaxy. This will be the greatest age of discovery the world has ever known.”
      
 
      
“Why three ships?” she asked. “Why not more?”
 
      
“There's some economies of scale we can exploit with three ships, but the number is somewhat arbitrary, it could have been two or four. Building one ship is a massive investment, but adding a second or third is only a minor extension by comparison. Actually, the entire fleet of Africa class cruisers will be comprised of twelve vessels, if budget cuts don’t slam us first. But these three will be the flagships, the explorers. The others will be used for colonization, starting with Teegarden's star.”
 
      
“Isn't colonization more important than exploration?” she asked, hoping it was a good question. She hoped the answer wasn't too obvious, and felt she might end up looking a little stupid.
 
      
“Oh, colonization is critically important,” Anderson continued. “But exploration is the lifeblood of mankind. Curiosity may have killed the cat, but it allowed ape-like creatures to reach for the stars. Every milestone in human civilization has come on the back of exploration. Now, sometimes that's a physical act, like Columbus discovering the Americas, sometimes it's an intellectual act, like Galileo looking at the moons of Jupiter. In both cases, though, exploration has been at the heart of progress.
 
      
“We don't know what we'll find out there, but that undiscovered country will enrich mankind, as it always has. Even the prospect of finding nothing is attractive, as the act of confirming what we already know is important and allows us to better frame our theories and predict the future.
 
      
“When NASA pointed the Hubble Space Telescope at an empty patch of sky, barely the size of a pin-prick at arm's length, leaving the shutter open for several days, no one was too sure what they'd find, if anything. It could have been an expensive waste of time, but the scientists were sure they'd see something, perhaps a few far-flung galaxies. What they saw was astonishing, tens of thousands of galaxies in an area of the sky that appeared smaller than a full-stop. And, unlike any other photograph, the depth was extraordinary, stretching back twelve billion years. It was a fossil made from light.”
 
      
Diana sipped her faux-wine, saying, “You make it sound so romantic.” She caught herself, adding, “Although not in the romantic sense of the word, in the adventurous, dashing sense.”
 
      
“Forgive me. I am one to go off on tangents,” Anderson said. 
 
      
“Not at all,” Diana replied. “I may not understand all these concepts, but I can appreciate the wonder of them.”
 
      
Anderson looked at his watch before he continued.
 
      
“I'm often criticized for overlooking the suffering here in Africa. I'm told I'm chasing after a pipe dream, but it's more than that.”
 
      
Diana was silent, intrigued.
 
      
“If you're in a sinking boat, you can start bailing out water, but that's not going to get you any closer to shore. It's a stop-gap measure. At some point you've got to fire up the engine, or break out the oars and start moving. That's the way I feel about the problems facing humanity. If we focus our efforts solely on the immediate concerns, we'll never get anywhere. We can and should deal with the problems facing us on this hunk of rock, but to lose sight of the stars would be a mistake.”
 
      
Anderson pulled out a bottle of grape juice from beneath the table and topped up Diana's glass as she posed a question.
 
      
 
        “You said the 
        Savannah
         could replace every part on board while in flight, including the crew. How?”
      
 
      
 
        “With clones,” Anderson said, sipping some juice. “Replicas. 
        Homo sapiens replicas
        , to be exact.”
      
 
      
“You mean those Frankenstein-like monsters they go on about in the press? I thought they were outlawed?”
 
      
Anderson looked visibly insulted by the term. Diana wanted to say something, to try to soften her words, but he cut her off, raising his hand as he explained.
 
      
“It's typical really,” he said. “The media is driven by sensationalism. They're interested in outrage, not understanding. People always fear something they don't understand.
 
      
“Interstellar travel has surprising implications for evolution. You see, the evolution of mankind didn't stop with the advent of civilization. Species tend to diverge. It is in their nature to branch out into different forms, different variations, eventually forming new species through slow, gradual change. Mankind is no exception. 
 
      
 
        “
        Homo sapiens
         was in the process of diverging into a number of new species when civilization allowed for global conquest, mixing up the gene pool and preventing divergence. The races we see today are variations, the budding beginning of new hominid species that, if given enough time and isolation, would have diverged as surely as Darwin's finches or the tortoises of the Galapagos. 
      
 
      
“Regardless of whether we are talking about Negro, Asian, Caucasian or Aborigine, mankind was in the throes of dividing into new species when global travel threw all our genes into the melting pot once more. Global conquest prevented new hominids appearing, but the advent of interstellar migration, with colonists going to Teegarden's star, will change all that, it will bring new hominid species back on the agenda whether we like it or not.”
 
      
Diana listened intently. Amidst the noise around her as the crew prepared for their flight chatting loudly with the techs, it seemed as though the two of them were sitting quietly in a library. 
 
      
“We've found a habitable moon. Ethos is the principle moon of T4, the fourth planet in orbit around Teegarden's star, a little over twelve light-years away. T4 is a gas giant a little larger than Jupiter, but with a weak magnetic field. The Magellan probe sent back more than pretty pictures, it confirmed the gravitational field on Ethos as 1.4x that of Earth. With what looks like algae blooms in its seas. Ethos has an atmosphere that is 18% oxygen at 640 mbar.”
 
      
“And,” Diana asked, “In plain English that means?”
 
      
“All things considered, it would be like living at base camp in the Himalayas.”
 
      
Diana nodded her head, thinking about images she'd seen of that rugged, inhospitable landscape. Images of jagged mountains devoid of trees sprung to mind.
 
      
“Only the day/night cycle is 127 of our Earth days, as Ethos slowly becomes gravitationally locked to T4.”
 
      
“So, it's like living above the Arctic Circle?” Diana asked. “With months of daytime followed by months of darkness?”
 
      
“And the odd eclipse of the host planet to mix things up,” Anderson replied.
 
      
“It sounds fascinating,” Diana said, “but I don't see what all this has to do with the evolution of man or a bunch of clones on the Savannah. Sorry, replicas.”
 
      
“Oh, it has everything to do with them,” Anderson continued. “You see, evolution will continue in earnest. Over time, it's inevitable. Natural Selection will ensure that humans diverge. On Ethos, they'll become dwarfs, with thick, stocky muscles to better cope with the increased gravitational demands. Bones will thicken and shorten. Lungs will expand as the brain craves more oxygen, so the chest cavity will increase. Given time, perhaps fifty thousand years or more, they'll no longer look like humans and won't be able to breed with us. They will become a separate hominid species.”
 
      
Diana was thoughtfully silent.
 
      
“And that will be replicated everywhere we go.”
 
      
 
        Diana pounced on an idea, not sure if Anderson had planted it there or if it was her own reasoning that had led her to it. “Everywhere except on board those three ships,” she blurted out. “The 
        Serengeti
        , the 
        Savannah
         and the 
        Rift Valley
        .”
      
 
      
“Exactly. On these ships, generations of replicas will ensure life remains the same.”
 
      
“How long will they last?” she asked.
 
      
“If the in-flight technology transfer goes as planned, they could provide a platform for humanity among the stars for tens of thousands of years at least.”
 
      
“But not forever?”
 
      
“Forever is a long time. It's hard to predict what the stock market will do tomorrow, let alone next year, or in a decade, or a century. The further we look forward, the more vague everything becomes, but the intended lifespan of each of these ships is around twenty to thirty thousand years. And yet, even that may be an underestimate, we're just not sure how long they can go on with the refit. Some estimates say upwards of a hundred thousand years.”
 
      
“So why replicas?” Diana asked. “Why not just clones? What's the difference?”
 
      
“Ah, this is the fascinating part, for me anyway. Dr. Justine Phillips has developed a means of cloning individuals, but not just making a copy of their bodies. She can copy their minds as well.”
 
      
“What?” Diana gasped, sitting back in her seat, having been visibly taken by surprise with the concept.
 
      
“Memories impress themselves physically into the structure and function of the mind, so they can be read and duplicated just like anything else. Dr. Phillips raises clones at an accelerated rate in growth pods, starving their minds of oxygen so they remain blank, like an empty canvas. When they're the equivalent of twenty years old, their minds are almost, but not quite, fully formed, so she can impress a copy of the original mind onto the clone and it will remember its past life.”
 
      
“That's just creepy,” Diana said with a shiver. “Like something out of a horror movie.”
 
      
“Is it?” Anderson asked. “Think about it. What is it that ensures progress for mankind?”
 
      
It was a rhetorical question, which Diana found quite a relief as she would not have liked to hazard a guess at any one thing in reply.
 
      
“Information. Our ability to transmit what has been learned in one generation to the next. In the words of Sir Isaac Newton, knowledge allows us to stand on the shoulders of giants.
 
      
“But this information must be re-learned in each successive generation. And yet, imagine if you didn't need to learn. Imagine if you were born with knowledge as though it were an instinct. Imagine if you just intuitively understood relativity or quantum mechanics from your very first thought.”
 
      
“But you can get this information from books,” Diana said.
 
      
“But what if instead of struggling through Einstein's books or Schrödinger's lab notes, you simply inherited their thinking processes, their memories, their reasoning? What if you naturally understood these complex subjects just as they had? Imagine how far you could extend them.”
 
      
“It's sounding more and more like a nightmare,” Diana said, laughing. “You're assuming I actually want to understand quantum mechanics.”
 
      
“Do you like reading?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“Sure,” she replied.
 
      
“What books do you enjoy?”
 
      
“Oh, I'm a sucker for the classic romance novels. Emily Bronte, Jane Austen.”
 
      
“Imagine if, instead of reading their works, you could relive their thoughts, feel their passion, remember their excitement as though it were your own?”
 
      
“But it's not,” she replied. “It all sounds a bit creepy to me. I mean, what about the sanctity of the individual?”
 
      
 
        “If there ever was such a thing,” Anderson countered, “you would have lost it when you read the first page of 
        Wuthering Heights
        . No, far from destroying the individual, this is what we all instinctively want, it is the reason we read, the reason we enjoy movies and stories, because we crave a broader base of experience than our own. And the replicas have that naturally.”
      
 
      
“But won't that stifle creativity?” she asked. “I mean, if everyone thought like Newton, would there have ever been an Einstein?”
 
      
“Ah,” Anderson said, his face lighting up as she engaged him with some good reasoning. “On the contrary, perhaps we would not have had to wait four hundred years for an Einstein to emerge.”
 
      
“But it's not actually the same person, or anything like that? Is it?” she asked.
 
      
“No. Each generation will be as different in terms of personality as any set of twins. The only difference is the start they get in life. Rather than striving to reach their potential, they start at their peak, able to build upon any learning from the past.”
 
      
Diana looked around the room. The activity had increased, with most of the astronauts suiting up into their day-glow orange flight suits. She overheard one of the crew referring to the tough material as his personal body bag, which conjured up the grim reality of how dangerous each launch was. Humor seemed to defuse nerves. Anderson was still engrossed in their conversation, but Diana sensed it would round out soon.
 
      
“So far, the mind-clone process only works on identical individuals, but one day we hope to be able to share memories as freely as we share books.”
 
      
Anderson was aware she was distracted and picked up on the elevated noise levels around them as well.
 
      
“It looks like I have a flight to catch,” he said, making eye contact with Berry. A couple of techs walked over with Berry, bringing Anderson's flight suit, gloves and helmet. One of them was holding what looked like a carry-on suitcase with hoses snaking from it. Anderson caught Diana's expression, reading her mind. “It's a portable life-support system, keeps me on 100% oxygen until we hook up to the main supply in the capsule. Will you stay for the launch?”
 
      
Diana smiled, saying, “I love the way you pose that as a question, as though I have a choice.”
 
      
“Come on,” Anderson said, winking at her. “You know you want to. You know you've always wanted to see a rocket launch.”
 
      
“Oh,” Diana replied. “The thought of seeing you strapped to a pile of explosives is quite appealing, I must say. It will be like watching someone tied to train tracks.”
 
      
Anderson laughed, taking off his clothes in front of her and stripping down to his singlet and underwear.
 
      
“Boxers, huh,” Diana noted.
 
      
“Now you're embarrassing me,” Anderson said, slipping on his flight suit. He was a little flushed in the face. “At least we don't have to wear adult diapers like the old shuttle crews.”
 
      
He really was embarrassed, Diana noted, and she found that amusing. She struggled to suppress a slight smile. Anderson sat down on a bench seat and put on his boots. After fitting his gloves and hooking up to the oxygen supply, he turned to Berry for his helmet.
 
      
Berry handed Diana the helmet, saying, “Would you do the honors?”
 
      
Diana beamed with excitement, surprising herself with how easy it was to get caught up in the moment. This was like the childhood game of dress-up, only with actual astronauts.
 
      
“Sure,” she said, somewhat snatching the helmet from Berry.
 
      
The helmet was surprisingly different from a motorcycle helmet, weighing almost nothing. Its glossy white coating and thin glass visor looked flimsy, but the helmet was rigid, firm beneath her fingers.
 
      
“Now, careful with that,” Anderson said. He held his hands up beside his head, indicating caution in sliding on the helmet.
 
      
“What?” Diana asked. “You think this is my first time suiting up a spaceman?”
 
      
Berry laughed, gesturing and pointing as he showed her how to lock the helmet in place. Anderson was uncharacteristically quiet, and Diana wondered if Berry would get an earful from his boss about this later. 
 
      
With the helmet turned slightly to one side, partially blocking Anderson's view as it descended over his head, Diana slipped it in place. As the helmet connected with the metal collar on his suit, Diana twisted and straightened what to her looked like an oversized, upside-down goldfish bowl, locking it in place.
 
      
“There,” she said, quite proud of herself. “Easy.”
 
      
Berry leaned in, looking carefully at the tracks on the collar, making sure the helmet was on tight. “Not bad.”
 
      
Anderson was still silent. She suspected he was less than amused, but she was his guest so he could hardly complain. She reached out, sliding the visor down, feeling it lock in place with a soft click.
 
      
“What?” Berry asked. “No last kiss?”
 
      
The look on Anderson's face told Diana all she needed to know. Berry had his boss right where he wanted him and was being relentless, like a cat toying with a mouse. Diana decided to play too.
 
      
“Sure,” she said, slipping her arm across Anderson's chest, feeling the thick, woven material beneath her fingertips. She kissed the side of his helmet, leaving her red lipstick on the white, glossy surface. That should get tongues wagging in orbit, she thought.
 
      
“If you two are quite finished,” Anderson began. “I have a flight to catch.”
 
      
His voice sounded dull and muted. Diana could hear the hum of his oxygen pack circulating air within the suit. Anderson got to his feet and joined the other astronauts milling around over by the airlock.
 
      
“I'll see you later,” he called out, waving back at Diana. “In about a week.”
 
      
Berry pointed at himself.
 
      
“Yes, and you too,” added Anderson, laughing.
 
      
Diana sat down next to Berry's cat and started patting it as she watched all the activity in the room focus on the astronauts. The sleepy animal opened its eyes briefly, peering out at the commotion for a few seconds before accepting there was no threat and went back to sleep, purring softly. Diana sat there running her fingers through its soft fur, watching as the crew left the ready room. Within a few minutes, she and Berry were alone.
 
      
“So what now?” she asked, watching as Berry tapped away on his tablet computer, either sending a message or recording some data.
 
      
“I'll take you up to the observation deck.”
 
      
Berry was all business now.
 
      
It was another twenty minutes before they left for the observation room—a small prefabricated hutch next to the helicopter pad. Diana didn't mind the wait. The cat was good company, and whatever Berry was doing seemed important enough. 
 
      
When they got to the observation room, Diana found herself wishing she'd dragged the cat along for company. The room was sparse, with just two rows of plastic seats. She had expected something a bit more glamorous, but it seemed Anderson's trillions were being spent elsewhere. There was a bathroom on one side, and a small TV mounted high on the wall. The cord was unplugged, dangling a few inches above the ground. Outside, a rickety old air conditioner rattled away, shaking as it fought against the humidity of an African night. 
 
      
Berry was polite, but he didn't stay long and didn't mention anything about how she could get in touch with him, or how she would eventually get home. He said he'd be back to talk her through the launch. 
 
      
Alone, staring out at a distant rocket lit up with spotlights, time dragged. Diana watched as midnight came and went on the small clock at the back of the room. She couldn't imagine the hotel allowing a helicopter to land outside the guest rooms in the wee hours of the morning. Thoughts of curling up in bed teased her, while the prospect of sleeping on the hard plastic chairs in the observation deck loomed large in her mind.
 
      
Diana sat in one of the chairs, picking the one in the middle, deciding she was the guest of honor. She stared out of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the launch pad in the distance. The rocket was at least a mile away by her reckoning, but it could have been two. It was difficult to judge distances in the dark. 
 
      
Pockets of light lit up different points around the grounds, and she could make out a sealed road leading from the control center to the launch pad. Diana wondered if Anderson was already on board the rocket or somewhere en-route. A van trundled idly down the road. 
 
      
Wasn't there supposed to be a countdown clock somewhere? 
 
      
Boredom set in.
 
      
Diana plugged the TV into the power socket and switched it on. Static filled the channels. That couldn't be right, so she fiddled around a little more. Being a nurse, she was use to equipment malfunctioning. Most of the time, the IT department at the Chicago Memorial Hospital either couldn't fix something, or wouldn't fix something for weeks on end, or they would simply lose her service call and never get around to doing anything. At first, it frustrated her, but after a couple of years she realized she'd become quite adept at taking the initiative and fixing things on her own. Diana was stubborn. She didn't like to be beaten. A jammed printer or a problem with the digital x-ray machine was a challenge she relished. And on those rare occasions when someone from IT showed up, they assumed the problem had fixed itself. Yeah, like that would ever happen. A few of the other nurses picked up on her uncanny knack with both patients and machines, and would come to her for help. Diana wasn't able to fix everything, but her good friend Google always had plenty of suggestions to try. And on coming to Africa, she learned necessity really was the mother of invention, as without a bit of innovation equipment at the hotel could fall into disuse for years on end.
 
      
Diana stood on a chair, pulling the TV away from the wall so she could see the wiring behind it. There was no antenna, no A/V plugs, just a fiber cable. The answer was obvious. She dropped down, grabbed the remote and changed the TV to the correct input setting. Immediately, an image appeared. She pushed the TV back in place, reset the chair where it belonged, and sat down to watch. Tidiness, she got that from her father, not her mother. His garage workbench was always immaculate, a place of pride, and that habit had rubbed off on her.
 
      
At first, Diana didn't think there was any sound with the images, but there was a microphone picking up the conversations in the control room as background noise. Turning up the speakers on the TV, she could hear indistinct comments similar to overhearing the conversation at another table in the midst of a busy cafe. Most of the comments were cryptic: 
 
      
ARCBX online, pressure is good. 
 
      
Gantry primed. 
 
      
Confirm, we have clear flight down range. 
 
      
 
        Negative on fuel reflux.
      
 
      
Diana tried to pick out meaning in the comments, but they were terse, following some kind of play-book, she realized. 
 
      
The image on the screen came from a fish-eye camera lens, showing most of the control room, but in too broad a view so it lost individual detail. She would have rather the camera focused on one particular control station than all of them. And she would have loved a closer shot of whatever was on some of those computer screens. But the indistinct image was probably deliberate, a way of appearing open without giving anything away. Diana did pick up on one image, though, that of a digital clock counting down. There were just over three hours to go. 
 
      
Three hours. 
 
      
It probably seemed too short for those strapping themselves on top of some fireworks left over from the Fourth of July. Even Diana knew the technology was old, dating back to the NASA era. Dependable, trustworthy, these were the terms bandied about on TV, but to most people rockets looked old. There really hadn't been any marked improvement since the days of Apollo, at least, that's the way it looked to her untrained eye. The loudest voices on TV would talk about the space elevator and how it would replace these lumbering dinosaurs. It was probably all bluster, she thought, most of what made it into the news was, as the real stories were normally overlooked in favor of a bit of sensationalism.
 
      
Three hours. 
 
      
Diana imagined anyone game enough to go into space on a rocket would have no particular desire for things to be rushed. Precision had to be paramount. 
 
      
Her mind cast back to her flight from Italy to Nairobi when she first came to Kenya. It was an evening flight, due to take off at 8 PM, but after the passengers had boarded the airplane a fault had been detected and the plane sat on the tarmac for five hours while engineers investigated. It had been a hot, humid August night, and the air conditioning wasn't running with the plane's power off. The crew opened the doors, but the plane was stuffy. Diana had fallen asleep in her seat. 
 
      
At some point, around one in the morning, she was woken by the pilot announcing that the ground crew had isolated the source of a fuel leak on the left wing. A fuel leak was news to her, and was alarming. The pilot was calm, though, making it seem routine. He said the engineers were finishing up and that they should be underway within an hour. A grumpy businessman seated next to her, speaking to no one in particular, called out saying he wished they'd bloody well hurry up. To which Diana replied she wished they'd bloody well take their time, adding that she hoped they fixed the leak properly. The prospect of taking off with fuel dripping onto the engines didn't seem all that appealing. Thinking about that incident brought a smile to her face, and she imagined problems like this were probably compounded ten-fold when it came to the launch of a space rocket.
 
      
Diana knew the three hours before launch weren't being spent idly. They probably reflected three hours of intense activity, full of hundreds of specific preflight checks. She knew the launch wouldn't have been conducted at an arbitrary point in time, but for her it was boring. 
 
      
Diana sat there wondering which was more tedious, waiting for a space launch, watching paint dry, or watching grass grow? When the launch finally came, it would all be over in a matter of minutes, if not seconds. All that waiting to see something that would be over in a flash. She guessed she better not be in the bathroom at zero hour or she would miss the whole thing.
 
      
An hour dragged by, stretching each minute into what seemed like five or ten minutes apiece. 
 
      
Diana tried to keep her mind occupied, wondering what each of the small buildings around the launch site were for. 
 
      
Did they make the rockets here? She doubted that. But they had to assemble them somewhere, putting thousands of components together. She wondered how much came prefabricated, ready to stick together like Lego blocks. Thinking about things a little deeper, she decided shouldn't bemoan the wait. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity, something she'd probably never be a part of again. She only wished it was more interesting.
 
      
As novel as the experience was, Diana realized she only had a fleeting attraction to Anderson, a curiosity more than anything else. Diana couldn't imagine how wives or girlfriends, husbands or boyfriends felt when nervously awaiting a launch. 
 
      
Hah, she thought, thinking about things a little further. There were no women on Anderson's crew. That was a bit chauvinistic, wasn't it? Diana made a mental note to give him a hard time for that. Had there ever been a flight of all women? If not, why not? No one batted an eyelid at an all-male crew, why should it be any different for women? Why wouldn't there be a time when there was an all-female crew? What were men afraid of? That women would get the job done in half the time? Oh, she couldn't wait to rib Anderson about that. He wouldn't have an answer, she was sure of it. Typical, really. 
 
      
A flash of light in the distance broke her train of thought. 
 
      
An elevator climbed the gantry next to the rocket. That had to be the astronauts, and she found herself giddy with excitement even though nothing much was happening. She really was bored. Where was Berry? Wasn't he supposed to be looking after her? He said he'd come back.
 
      
Diana watched as the lights on the top of the gantry got brighter. If she squinted, she could almost convince herself she could see people moving about up there. If her niece had been here, Diana would have sworn she could see them, to which young Daphne would have said, me too.
 
      
After almost half an hour, the gantry retracted, swinging away from the rocket and leaving the metal obelisk standing alone. Anderson and the others were on board. 
 
      
Diana wondered what it felt like, sitting there strapped into a seat in the capsule, facing up at the sky with the whole world lying behind you. Could they see out a window? Could they see stars in the dark sky above? Or were they looking at row upon row of switches and dials and gauges? 
 
      
That thought gave her an idea. 
 
      
She lay one of the seats down at the front of the room, with its back resting on the ground so it faced the ceiling. She felt a little silly, and hoped no one would walk in on her as she sat in the chair with her back flat on the ground. Her thighs pointed up in front of her. Her knees hooked over the edge of the chair, with her feet resting on the thin metal legs. Just like a stranded turtle, she thought, laughing at herself. She imagined the astronauts were sitting in much the same position waiting for the launch. 
 
      
Good God, what would she say if Berry walked in on her now? How could she explain away her quirky behavior? That would be just typical, she thought, no one around for hours on end, only to walk in while she was doing something stupid. Oh, this really is dumb, she thought, but Anderson would have to endure this for at least an hour prior to launch.
 
      
Lying there, Diana noticed the blood rushing to her head. Her jugular vein pulsed in her neck. After just a few minutes, her back started to ache and the pressure on her bladder became distinctly uncomfortable, as though she'd awoken in the night needing to go to the bathroom. This was an unnatural way to travel, she decided, getting to her feet and putting the chair back in place. 
 
      
A red LED light blinked in the corner. 
 
      
A wave of panic swept over her. 
 
      
Were there closed circuit cameras watching her in this room? 
 
      
Oh, God, how would she explain this footage to Anderson? 
 
      
How embarrassing. 
 
      
There was a small dome in the far corner of the ceiling behind her. The smoky glass hid something—it must have been a camera. 
 
      
Was it on? 
 
      
A red flashing light means a camera is recording everything, right? No, stupid, she thought, only handy-cams have flashing LEDs. A surveillance camera isn't going to give away its actions with a blinking light. Diana desperately tried to convince herself the tiny red light was part of a smoke detector or a security alarm.
 
      
She dashed over, pulling a chair from the back row and jumping up on it so she could take a good look at the dome. 
 
      
Diana tried to see if there was a working camera behind the frosted glass. Maybe it was like the TV and wasn't plugged in. 
 
      
She peered up at the tiny dome, no larger than the palm of her hand, wondering if she should rip it off the wall. No, that wouldn't do any good anyhow. If her embarrassing antics had been recorded, the recording was on some hard drive somewhere in the security archives by now. And the thought horrified her. 
 
      
Suddenly, she realized she was up close and personal with the camera. It was probably taking a fish-eye view of the room, like the one she was watching on the monitor. At this distance, just inches from the lens, she probably looked like the 50ft woman bearing down on them. And that thought horrified her as well. If anyone was watching, they were probably laughing their asses off, staring down her nostrils and counting nose hairs. 
 
      
“FUCK!”
 
      
Diana jumped back, landing on the ground with an uncharacteristic thud. 
 
      
Fuck, she thought, not verbalizing her thoughts this time, wondering of there was a microphone as well as a camera inside the dark housing. Certainly, the control room had both. 
 
      
Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 
      
This was not good, and everything she did made things worse. She grabbed the chair, spun around and put it back, being careful to ensure that it didn't look out of place. 
 
      
Maybe the camera wasn't being monitored. 
 
      
Maybe the security guard was having a break, smoking a cigarette or making some coffee. Maybe he missed the whole episode. 
 
      
Or maybe the security team was monitoring a bank of surveillance screens of which hers was just one obscure shot off to one side, relegated there because of its lack of importance. They could have been staring at something else and not even noticed her playing the fool. She was being paranoid and overreacting. She just needed to calm down and keep things in perspective. 
 
      
What did it matter anyway? It's not like she'd broken some law, or had done something wrong. Besides, who would monitor a shot of the observation deck at one thirty in the morning? Maybe, just maybe, she thought, she might get out of this without looking like a clown. 
 
      
Diana's eyes cast down at her feet. 
 
      
She rubbed her forehead. 
 
      
Not knowing quite what to do as a follow up act, she decided to go to the bathroom, not because she needed to, but because she wanted to. She wanted to have a little privacy, to be embarrassed alone. Oh, if Anderson got his hands on that tape, or disc, or whatever it was, he would be merciless and she knew it. 
 
      
Hah, she thought, if you can't laugh at yourself you're taking life way too seriously, and with that thought she disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
      
Just the act of closing the door behind her and flicking the privacy lock seemed to offer some relief, some closure. 
 
      
In her mind, Diana tried not to imagine the video going viral. Oh, that would be just great. 
 
      
At first, it would only be the crew at the spaceport having a good laugh at her stupidity. They'd joke around about how she looked silly lying there on the floor with her legs up in front of her, mimicking the launch position, but then the clip would get out on the Internet and complete strangers would see her acting the fool. 
 
      
From there, some TV news station would get hold of the footage and would figure it was a good filler for a quiet news day, a quirky human interest story, something to bring a smile after a hard day at the office. 
 
      
Her brother would see it, he seemed to have an almost magnetic attraction to this kind of stuff. He'd make sure Mom and Dad saw it, along with anyone else she'd even remotely met in her life. School friends, college buddies, the staff nurses at the hospital. These last few minutes would torment her for years to come, perhaps decades.
 
      
Diana felt like she'd died and gone to hell. 
 
      
She went to the bathroom, washed her hands, took a good, long look in the mirror and sighed. Standing there, she straitened her T-shirt, tucking it in neatly, determined to walk out, back into what she assumed was the glare of the camera lens. She walked out with her head held high.
 
      
As Diana stepped back into the observation deck she was surprised by a flicker of yellow light dancing around the room. She turned and looked out toward the rocket. A billowing fireball engulfed the launch pad and, for a moment, she was confused. There was still an hour before launch, or so she thought. Maybe she'd misread the timer on the screen. 
 
      
Diana looked up at the TV. The station chiefs were standing rather than sitting in front of their computer monitors, looking out at the large wall monitors at the front of the room. 
 
      
She turned back to the window, looking for the rocket soaring high into the night sky. There was nothing but darkness above. 
 
      
Her heart sank. 
 
      
A knot formed in her throat and she choked. Tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
      
A fireball mushroomed up above the wreckage of the gantry, billowing into the night sky. The observation deck shook violently as the wall of sound rippling out from the explosion finally reached her. The glass shook, the chairs rattled, the building itself seemed humbled by the ferocity of the blast. 
 
      
Slowly, Diana stepped forward, reaching out and placing her hand on the glass window. She wasn't sure why, she knew it wouldn't do anything, but somehow the touching helped her absorb the reality of what was happening. 
 
      
Shards of burning metal flew through the air. Sections of the rocket housing and engines began raining down in the distance, plummeting back to Earth like fiery meteorites. 
 
      
Diana slumped with her hand sliding down the glass as she fell slowly to her knees. Her forehead leaned against the glass as she wept. Such violence, such anger unleashed in the quiet of the night seemed incongruous with reality, like a nightmare. 
 
      
Emergency vehicles raced toward the launch pad, their red and blue lights cutting through the darkness, but for what? No one could have survived.
 
      
The light from the fireball dimmed as it disappeared into the heavens, fading from sight as the excess fuel burned out. 
 
      
Beyond the launch pad, over to the west, Diana could see flashes of light in the distant hills up on the tableland. 
 
      
The TV screen went silent; someone had killed the live feed. Diana turned, seeing the black screen. She understood exactly what it meant.
 
      
Diana wasn't sure how long she sat there leaning against the glass, staring out at the chaos. 
 
      
The hours passed like years. 
 
      
She barely moved, numb to reality as she watched the world turn. 
 
      
Slowly, the sky softened, the darkness faded and a glimmer of light appeared on the horizon. 
 
      
Shades of gray gave way to streaks of purple and pink high in the stratosphere as Africa came to life once more. 
 
      
In the still of the dawn, with the soft light casting long shadows across the ground, Diana could see a hive of activity. People were everywhere, mainly soldiers it seemed. 
 
      
Brush fires raged to the north, with dark clouds of smoke drifting on the breeze. No one came for her. Why would they? Who was she? A stranger, an interruption, a loose end? 
 
      
Her eyelids succumbed to the weight of sorrow and she fell asleep on the rough, industrial-grade carpet.
 
      
After several hours, a hand shook her gently, waking her. 
 
      
Diana moaned. 
 
      
Her neck ached. 
 
      
She could feel the imprint of the carpet on her cheek. The tranquility of her deep slumber had been stolen in an instant. 
 
      
“Hey,” said a familiar voice.
 
      
Diana turned to see Berry crouching beside her. She squinted in the daylight. It took a few seconds for the memories to come flooding back. 
 
      
Although she barely knew Anderson, the shock and grief were gut-wrenching. Perhaps it was the sudden violence, perhaps it was the loss of what might have been, perhaps it was the stark reminder of her own frailty, but she felt physically weak, almost ill. 
 
      
Being a nurse, she knew what was happening, the initial denial, the refusal to accept death in its finality, and then the physiological revulsion to death, the almost manic reaction in defiance. 
 
      
Working in the emergency room at the hospital, Diana had seen this more times than she cared to remember, watching grieving relatives struggling to cope with their loss. Yet the passage of time forced them to cope, carrying them on from one moment to the next regardless of how much they wanted to roll back the clock. For her, seeing their anguish was sad, but never personal. This time, however, something had broken in her mind. A wall had fallen, a floodgate had been breached and Diana felt helpless in the turbulent wake. Somehow, she knew she would never be the same again.
 
      
Berry offered her his hand, helping her stand. The warmth of his fingers brought some relief.
 
      
Berry looked awful. His eyes were bloodshot. His hair was matted and tangled. Soot marred his face. His left hand was heavily strapped, yet blood seeped through, staining the already blackened bandages. Diana thought about asking to take a look, to offer her help, but she'd probably only make things worse. She'd feel better, but he probably wouldn't, so she left well enough alone.
 
      
“I brought you some coffee and a doughnut,” he said as they sat down on the plastic chairs, facing out the window and looking at the blistering hot African day. It couldn't have been much after ten in the morning. Helicopters dotted the horizon. Trucks and Humvees raced along the plain, kicking up dust behind them. 
 
      
Smoke drifted lazily above the darkened, fractured launch pad.
 
      
“Thanks,” Diana said, taking a sip. The coffee tasted as bad as she felt. It had probably sat in a heated carafe all through the night. The bitter taste was jarring. The doughnut was stale, but she was surprisingly hungry so she munched away on it.
 
      
“I'm sorry,” Berry began.
 
      
Diana cut him off. “You have nothing to be sorry about. I knew you guys would remember me soon enough. You had your hands full already without me getting in your way.”
 
      
Berry was silent, which was awkward. He seemed to realize that and added, “I've arranged a car to take you back to the hotel. It's outside now, if you're ready.”
 
      
“What happened?” Diana asked, straightening her hair, feeling a sudden urge to look presentable. She took another bite of the doughnut, trying to convince herself it was worth the effort.
 
      
“African strongmen,” Berry said. “Rebels from Uganda. They call themselves the African Liberation Army, but they're nothing but thugs. We were supposed to be guaranteed an exclusion zone of at least a hundred miles by the Kenyan army, but they got slack.”
 
      
He was struggling with his words, choking back the tears.
 
      
“Andy wouldn't have felt anything. He didn't suffer or anything like that. It was quick. He wouldn't have even known what happened.”
 
      
Diana was silent. Her mouth went dry.
 
      
“It looks like they've been planning this for months. They had to be paying someone to look the other way.”
 
      
He was incoherent, not explaining himself very well.
 
      
“They set up a surface-to-air missile site on the tablelands, must have carried it in piece by piece over the mountains. They fired three rockets at us. Two of them didn't make it more than five miles before going haywire, but the third... We don't know how they were so accurate at such a distance. The whole thing stinks of an inside job. UN Forces have already detained several senior Kenyan army officers which is causing an uproar in the government.”
 
      
Berry paused, seeing the tears welling up in the corner of her eyes.
 
      
“I didn't know him,” she said softly, her voice breaking as she spoke. “I feel like I should have, but I didn't, not really. And yet, on one level, I feel like we knew each other for years, for decades. Why do I feel this way?”
 
      
“Oh,” Berry replied, forcing a smile through his own tears. “Andy had a knack with that. Put you at ease within five minutes, he did. Funny you say that, though, as I've known him for nigh on ten years, first in a professional capacity and then as a friend. And for me, he was always surprising. Sometimes he'd come up with the wildest ideas, things that were out of left field, and I'd wonder just how well I knew him.”
 
      
He laughed, adding, “We best get you home.”
 
      
Knowing she would be on the road for at least four hours, Diana excused herself and went to the bathroom. 
 
      
As she washed her hands, she looked in the mirror again. She was a wreck. Her hair was knotted and tangled, her left cheek still bore the imprint of the carpet and her eyes were bloodshot. 
 
      
Diana splashed water on her face and tossed her hair, running her fingers through it like a comb in a vain attempt to tidy her dark locks, but it was no use. She was sniffing and snuffling. With a tissue, she wiped her eyes and blew her nose, trying to compose herself, feeling like a blubbering mess. Oh, what the hell, she thought. 
 
      
Looking in the mirror, there seemed to be a stranger staring back. This wasn't the girl so paranoid about her image the night before, with delusions of global embarrassment. Nothing seemed the same. She knew time had a way of softening the cruelest of blows, but somehow this was different. It was as though she had passed a crossroad in life. It was silly, she knew, but deep down, something seismic had shifted in her soul, and Diana doubted she would ever be the same again. It was inflated self-importance, she told herself, typical drama queen. Anderson was a stranger. He didn't really mean anything to her, and standing there in front of the mirror she could almost convince herself this would all fade with the setting sun.
 
    



 
      
3:03 Hotel Rendezvous
 
      
 
 
      
The first few days back at the hotel had been tough. A low front had moved up from Zimbabwe carrying heavy rains with it for a week, which didn't help Diana's mood. She had wanted to return to work straight away, telling the duty manager she was fine, but he would have nothing of it. Everyone thought there was more to her relationship with Anderson than the one quirky date they had. 
 
      
The press picked up on her presence at the launch, and ran with the classic Mystery Mistress story, probing into her background, drawing speculative links about their shared past. Apparently, Anderson had been admitted to Chicago Memorial while Diana was working there. That he was an outpatient being treated with physiotherapy following a skiing accident in Colorado, while she worked nights in ER meant their paths never crossed, but accurate facts were irrelevant. From memory, Diana suspected the particular outpatient clinic Anderson would have gone to must have been at the private wing of one of the satellite campuses and not in the main hospital, but no journalist was going to believe that. How ludicrous to think they'd only met the day before the launch in a dusty African village. 
 
      
A memorial service was held seven days after the disaster. 
 
      
Diana didn't want to go. 
 
      
Berry pleaded with her, saying it was important to have closure, that her presence there would honor the fallen. Against her better judgment, she agreed to attend. 
 
      
Several of Anderson's family had flown in, including his older sister, Gloria. Diana was surprised to see Gloria was in her late fifties, if not her early sixties. Diana hadn't Anderson asked how old he was, but she had thought he was in his mid-to-late twenties at the most. Same father, different mother perhaps? Anderson's dad wouldn't have been the first trillionaire to take a giggling, young floozy into wedlock on his fourth or fifth abortive attempt at marital bliss only to pop out more heirs to the throne. Regardless, the extended family was very kind to Diana, asking her if she needed anything. Diana decided that this was rich folk speak for—there's money on the table if you want it, Honey. It seems even they didn't believe she and Anderson were strangers. Diana would have none of it. She wasn't tempted by the money, even though they wouldn't miss a couple of million. It simply wasn't right, so she cast the thought from her mind. 
 
      
There were no other old flames at the service, which surprised Diana. She didn't expect Anderson to have a girl in every port, but she did think there would have been a couple of ex-girlfriends along the way that were shocked by his death. 
 
      
The service was held in the graveyard of an old wooden church a hundred or so miles northwest of Nairobi. 
 
      
With the open savannah lying beyond, the church stood alone in the long, wheat-like grass of the plains. The gravestones were colonial, with dates ranging back to the 1700s. Rather than an air of death, the atmosphere was historic. It was as though the monuments around them were akin to dusty old library books, or museum artifacts rather than graves. An air of gravitas and purpose carried the ceremony. 
 
      
Thirteen identical white caskets rested above open graves at the back of the churchyard, with thorny acacia trees dotting the plain behind them. A herd of wild elephants grazed in the thicket beyond, roaring occasionally but never being seen. The preacher was kind. He had a soft spoken eloquence about him, as though he were speaking to a university lecture hall and not to dignitaries and delegates from around the world. Security was tight, with the US Secretary of State in attendance, along with the executive director of NASA.
 
      
Diana understood there was a pretense that went with death, where the living mourned not only their loss, but their own mortality. 
 
      
Twelve of the thirteen caskets, she had been told rather indiscreetly by one of the bodyguards, were filled with sandbags and whatever few scraps of human remains had been recovered, which apparently wasn't much. For Diana, that heightened the tragedy and waste. As much as the minister spoke about sacrifice and progress, it seemed to her not one of those that died would have chosen this. Seven astronauts, five ground crew and, while fighting the blaze on the launch pad, one fireman had died for the dream of mankind exploring the stars. All would be laid to rest together.
 
      
After the ceremony, it seemed everyone wanted to offer her their condolences, and Diana felt out of place. With her eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses, she was polite and courteous, but she felt it should have been someone else standing there in her stead. 
 
      
The tears she had shed during the service left tracks down her face, cleaning away the fine African dust on her cheeks. But she shouldn't have been there, she felt like an impostor. Berry kept his distance, as though some unspoken pecking order demanded he move in a lower social circle, but he was the only one that knew, the only one that understood the madness she was going through. And yet for Anderson's sake, she played her part. It was only fitting and proper that the dead be afforded respect.
 
      
On leaving the church grounds, the media assailed her. With her head bowed, she tried in vain to avoid the glare of the cameras before being whisked away in a limousine. On reflection, she realized that didn't help her cause, as the limo simply reinforced the misconception she was Anderson's lover. 
 
      
Berry seemed to be the only one who actually knew how fleeting her time with Anderson had been, but even he wouldn't have guessed at just how thin their relationship actually was, if it could even be called a relationship. For Diana, attending the memorial was a mistake, something she had to get through and get out of as quickly as possible. It was a trip to the dentist, a case of mistaken identity in a madhouse, a circus full of bewildering noises and lights, assaulting her on every side, a hall of mirrors thwarting her efforts to escape. How do people live like this? she wondered. 
 
      
For days afterward, several reporters camped out at the hotel. What they were looking for from her was anyone's guess. Diana simply went back to being a nurse, trying to put the whole surreal affair behind her. 
 
      
Berry stayed in touch, calling her once or twice a week, asking how she was, if she needed anything. She needed nothing, and she told him so politely, thanking him for his concern but assuring him she was fine, and yet for a couple of months he felt obliged to ask. 
 
      
Within six months, a semblance of normalcy returned. The fanfare surrounding the disaster loomed far larger in her mind than the actual event, crowding out any recollection she had of Anderson. 
 
      
Diana followed the news stories surrounding the tragedy with interest. 
 
      
The US sent 15,000 additional troops in response to the attack. 
 
      
The Kenyan government was conspicuously silent about foreign troops annexing the western country. 
 
      
Uganda was forced to allow cross-border incursions by the US as they hunted down members of the ALA. Those that fled to Ethiopia, Chad or the Congo were targeted by US Special Forces who operated with impunity, sending a clear message to the rest of the African continent. 
 
      
Zimbabwe and Malawi protested in the UN, but their voices were weak, more of a token gesture than anything else. 
 
      
US and European governments poured in more aid, silencing any nationalist opposition. 
 
      
The spaceport was expanded, an exclusion zone was established, the timetable for the space elevator was brought forward, while the last of the rocket launches were doubled. Rather than colonialism, the US strategy focused on modernization, and Kenyan nationals were promoted to fill a majority of the in-country executive roles within the space exploration consortium. Kenya, it seemed, would drag Africa into the future regardless of any discontent.
 
      
 
        Diana was a nobody again, a happy nobody. Occasionally, someone would recognize her, and their hushed whispers would shout out their recognition, but more and more she was back to her old life. The villagers never seemed to notice the ebb and surge around her, treating her as though nothing had changed. She was still their 
        Di-Di
        , stopping off at the markets each Saturday morning to pick up some local produce.
      
 
      
Months passed like years. 
 
      
One night, Diana was woken by the sound of helicopter blades thrashing at the air. It was winter. The African continent was cool, but not overly cold, but Diana wore flannelette pajamas and slept under a heavy comforter as though she were snuggling against a snow-bound Chicago winter. 
 
      
She pulled the comforter up over her head to drown out the sound, peering out from under the covers at the alarm clock. It was 2:45 AM. A medical emergency was the only reason for such a late flight. But why stop here unless it was life threatening and you thought you wouldn't make it to town? 
 
      
Begrudgingly, Diana sat up and listened. It could be a refueling stop for search and rescue on Lake Victoria, she thought. Some billionaire could have beached his yacht and sent out an SOS. In the dark, Africa was a scary place. To Diana, that seemed a far more likely scenario so she flopped back onto her pillow, half expecting a phone call to summon her to the main building to assist with a serious injury.
 
      
Several medical care flights had dropped in before, but none in the middle of the night. 
 
      
Diana remembered one particular mercy flight for a teenage boy mauled by a hippopotamus. He was lucky to be alive. The hippo took him by the legs and pelvis. Had the animal's tusk-like teeth pierced his abdomen or chest, the wound would have been fatal. The chopper pilot, a local air-safari tour guide, had been called in by the rangers to airlift the young man to Nairobi, but on seeing the blood loss the pilot feared the worst and made for the Hotel Rendezvous as the closest point of civilization. 
 
      
As bad as the puncture wounds were, though, with blood soaking every inch of the young man's clothes, Diana realized the tusks hadn't cut an artery. If they had, the poor boy wouldn't have survived as long as he had. She cleaned his wounds, stitched up the torn muscle on his left thigh and applied a splint to the crushed right femur bone in his upper leg. The pilot was overly concerned with whether he'd made the right decision, whether he should have diverted west to Kisumu or pushed on east to Nairobi. Diana assured him he'd done the right thing, telling him the greatest danger came from the shock of trauma and not the wounds themselves, as nasty as they appeared. Diana accompanied them to Nairobi, spending more time consoling the pilot than she did the young man who was unusually calm given all he'd been through and the pain he was in. 
 
      
Lying there in bed, Diana steeled herself for another such incident.
 
      
Minutes passed, no phone call came, and before long she drifted back to sleep.  
 
      
A knock on the door roused her from her slumber. 
 
      
Diana got out of bed and wandered through the darkened one-room apartment trying not to bump into the coffee table or chairs on her way to the door. Wrapping a dressing gown around herself, she fumbled with the lock. She'd lost the waist strap for her gown, so she had to hold the front closed with one hand. There were voices outside, loud voices, but she was still waking so they were indistinct to her, inconsiderate, possibly rude, and she found herself annoyed at the intrusion.
 
      
On opening the door, Diana froze, her hand raised to her mouth in shock. 
 
      
Anderson smiled.
 
      
Diana staggered back. The back of her right knee caught on the edge of the sofa and buckled under her, causing her to fall. Reaching out, she grabbed at the sofa on one side and the coffee table on the other, sending a couple of magazines, a plastic cup and the TV remote flying.
 
      
“No,” she whispered. “This isn't possible.”
 
      
Anderson stepped inside the apartment, reaching out a hand to help her to her feet. He said something, but although she could see his lips moving she couldn't hear anything over the pounding of her heart in her chest.
 
      
“No,” she repeated, still in a dream-like stupor, feeling as though this was a nightmare, a vicious construct of her imagination sent to torment her. She scrambled backwards, knocking a lamp to the floor as she bumped into the table next to the kitchenette.
 
      
“No. You're dead. I saw you die. I saw them bury you.”
 
      
Anderson had his hands out in front of him, trying to gesture that he meant no harm.
 
      
“I'm sorry,” he began. “I'm so sorry you had to go through all of that. Really, I am. It was through no choice of mine.”
 
      
He flicked a switch on the wall and the room flooded with light, blinding Diana for a second, causing the adrenaline in her body to surge in a fight or flight response. She got to her feet, with her back against the wall, having nowhere left to turn. Diana held one hand out in front of her, saying, “Stay away from me. Please, stay away.”
 
      
Her head was reeling. Her mind scrambled to catch up with reality.
 
      
Anderson crouched down, picked up the TV remote and a cup, and placed them back on the table.
 
      
“I know this is hard on you. It's hard on me too. You think you had a rude awakening, you want to try waking up in a growth pod.”
 
      
He gathered the magazines and put them back on the coffee table, stacking them neatly.
 
      
“You're a...”
 
      
“Clone? Yes. It's OK, you can use that term. It doesn't offend me.”
 
      
Diana sat on the edge of her bed. Berry leaned in through the open front door, closing it softly as Anderson sat down on the sofa.
 
      
“I don't understand,” Diana began, not sure what she was asking, but wanting some kind of explanation.
 
      
“For me, barely a day has passed since we met,” Anderson said. “This afternoon, you treated the cut on my head.”
 
      
He reached up, touching the ghost of a past injury his new body had never felt. His fingers seemed to flicker in surprise as they touched skin and not the thin plastic of the spray-on bandage.
 
      
“Your warm smile, your gentle touch, your caring eyes. For me, all that happened this afternoon. They tell me almost nine months have passed since then, but the last thing I remember is the excitement of having you come for dinner before the launch. I was running a cognitive back-up as your helicopter circled to land at the spaceport, and then, nothing, just darkness. Seconds later, I awoke in a Manhattan laboratory while the best part of a year had transpired for you.”
 
      
Diana was silent, grim and focused.
 
      
“I hope dinner went well. Berry said it was light-hearted and full of banter but, knowing me, I'm guessing I was full of myself, an evangelical crusader for space exploration. I was intoxicated with your presence, trying desperately to impress you.”
 
      
Diana held back a smile, but she was warming to him.
 
      
“I bet the hamburger and fries were lukewarm at best, and probably a little soggy, but I'm sure the ice cream was a hit.”
 
      
“Yes,” Diana replied, letting a smile unfold on her face, feeling the warmth of a fond memory. “Yes, it was. We shared it. Well, I gave it away. I wanted the young African boy to try some.”
 
      
“Awotwi?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“Yes. Awotwi.”
 
      
“He's a good kid. He holds the promise of Africa in his eyes.”
 
      
Diana was moved by Anderson's recollection.
 
      
“When they woke me and explained what had happened,” he continued, “the first thing I wanted to do was to see you. They told me I'd have to wait, probably for months, that there were other more important considerations, but that's the thing about being the boss, sometimes, just occasionally, you get your own way, and so I flew out here as soon as I could. I arrived in Nairobi just before midnight. I can't imagine what you've been through, but I guess it's a bit like being struck by a wave at the beach, being knocked off your feet and rolled in the surf. At least, that's how I feel.”
 
      
“Yeah,” Diana said, running her fingers absently through her hair. “It's been a roller-coaster ride, that's for sure.”
 
      
Diana hadn't noticed up to this point, but Anderson was playing with a small silver disc, barely the size of a quarter. As he rolled it between his fingers its highly polished surface reflected the light with the shimmer of a rainbow. 
 
      
“Is that what I think it is?” she asked.
 
      
“Yep.”
 
      
“Have you seen it?”
 
      
“Yep.”
 
      
“And?” she asked, realizing he was teasing her, deliberately holding back from saying too much.
 
      
“You're quite the gymnast.”
 
      
“Get out of here,” she said, getting up and grabbing the disc from him. She swung back, sitting abruptly on her bed again.
 
      
“Please tell me this is the only copy of my antics from that night.”
 
      
“I'd love to, but it's not. This is the original, but it had done the rounds before they revived me. I have no idea what electronic copies are out there, but if it's any consolation, it falls under the Official Secrets Act and so has an embargo of forty years.”
 
      
Diana's eyes narrowed as she looked at him.
 
      
“I'm not kidding. It's one of eight sections of footage that captured the rebel attack, but the rocket is only barely visible in the background until the explosion, so it hasn't gathered too much attention.”
 
      
She raised an eyebrow.
 
      
“Well, I must admit I watched it four times on the flight over. My favorite part is when it looks like you're going to rip the camera off the wall. God, I would have loved to have seen that first hand!”
 
      
He laughed.
 
      
Diana screwed up her nose, pursing her lips.
 
      
“You're so cute when you're angry.”
 
      
“You weren't supposed to see this,” she said playfully. Diana wasn't really angry, her whole performance was a bit of a bluff to try and suppress her embarrassment with some bluster.
 
      
“If it hadn't been for the explosion, no one would have ever known,” he continued. “They tell me your footage made quite a stir during the investigation commission. I can just imagine the faces of the senate committee when they saw you lying on the floor facing the ceiling with your feet up on the chair, mimicking us in our launch position.”
 
      
“Like a dead ant.” Diana said with a laugh.
 
      
“A dead ant?” Anderson asked, not understanding her reference.
 
      
“That's what we used to call it at university. If someone walked into the sorority house on a Friday night and yelled, dead ants, we'd all drop to the ground, spilling beer or wine or whatever had been smuggled in by the juniors, and stick our arms and legs in the air as we lay there squirming for a few seconds like a bunch of ants blasted with insect spray.”
 
      
Anderson laughed. “And you did that? You really did that?”
 
      
 
        “Oh, yeah,” Diana replied. “Drinking games were all the rage. So I can imagine what those senators thought seeing me lying there, pretending to be an astronaut ready to blast off into space. They must have thought they were watching some lost footage from 
        Animal House 
        or 
        American Pie
        .”
      
 
      
“Come with me,” Anderson said. He'd moved and was sitting on the edge of the sofa, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands just a foot from hers as she sat facing him on the bed.
 
      
“What?”
 
      
“Please, come with me. This is what I've wanted to say to you ever since I first laid eyes on you in the village market, ever since you first walked away from me.”
 
      
“But you know nothing about me,” Diana protested.
 
      
“I know all I need to,” Anderson replied. “And you showed me that same sassy love for life when you treated my bloody head. Oh, and not to mention the time when you flirted with me in your office.”
 
      
“I did not flirt with you,” Diana said somewhat indignant.
 
      
Anderson just smiled, and she knew she'd been caught out. Thankfully, he left well enough alone.
 
      
“But where?” she asked. “Where would we go?”
 
      
“Everywhere,” Anderson replied. “Anywhere. It doesn't matter, just come with me.”
 
      
“You're crazy,” Diana said, trying to dismiss the offer.
 
      
“So are you, and you know it,” Anderson said, grinning like a child.
 
      
“You're outrageous.”
 
      
“So are you.”
 
      
“You're...” Diana stopped herself. “Whatever I say, you're going to repeat it back at me, aren't you?”
 
      
“Yep.”
 
      
She laughed. Her eyes darted around the room, not looking at anything in particular, just not wanting to look at Anderson. She was trying to concentrate, to think about his offer seriously, and the smirk on Anderson's face wasn't helping.
 
      
“I just don't know,” she began. “I mean, you're you. You're not him. The man that so fascinated me died in a burst of flames. I just don't know that I could...”
 
      
“Love a clone?” Anderson asked. “A copy? A counterfeit?” 
 
      
“I didn't mean it like that,” Diana replied. “It's just... weird, you know?”
 
      
“Oh, yeah. I know first hand. And yet you fell for A2,” Anderson said.
 
      
Diana turned her head sideways, her brow narrowing as the realization sunk in.
 
      
“He didn't tell you, did he?” Anderson asked. “I mean, I didn't tell you? I was supposed to tell you over dinner, at least that was the plan.”
 
      
Diana looked stunned.
 
      
“A1 died eleven years ago, at the age of 76.”
 
      
Diana was silent.
 
      
“I was going to tell you, honest. That was my intention. I don't know why I didn't. I must have got cold feet. Fear of rejection, maybe.”
 
      
Diana pursed her lips, trying to weigh the thoughts and emotions spiraling through her head, but she couldn't separate them with clarity. They needed to be articulated, spoken aloud. Only by talking about them could she hope to make sense of the confusion, and yet she was afraid she'd offend Anderson, that she might say something that would cut him to the bone.
 
      
“Please, don't take this the wrong way,” she finally said. “But you talk about Anderson as though you're him, when you're not.”
 
      
“These lives we live,” Anderson began. “They are but fleeting shadows. Our years are as but a day, with the break of dawn leading to the exuberance of the morning. We bask in the noonday sun but, all too soon, a cool wind falls, the shadows grow long, and the sun begins to set. And all that we have done is for naught. All that we are is lost.
 
      
“But it doesn't have to be that way. This body. This mind. They can both go on. It won't be me, it won't be my personal conscious awareness, but my memories, my thoughts, my hopes and dreams can live on in those that follow after me. And for them, instead of starting in ignorance, they can stand on my shoulders. Instead of learning the hard way, they can learn from my experience.”
 
      
“But,” Diana said, “you're robbing them of the opportunity to learn for themselves, you're taking away their freedom of will.”
 
      
“Oh,” Anderson replied. “On the contrary, I'm giving those replicas that follow me more freedom than they could ever achieve in a lifetime. I'm giving them the sum-total of all I have been through in three iterations of life. Rather than stealing from them, I'm giving them the opportunity to start out in life fully informed, but the decisions they make will be their own. That's the beauty of replicas, we're not merely clones, we're the progressive development, the accumulation of intelligent life.”
 
      
Diana leaned forward with her fingers just inches from his. She wanted to reach out and touch his hand, but she couldn't. Something held her back.
 
      
“Close your eyes,” Anderson said. “Think about the crisp sound of boots crunching on fresh snow. Imagine the smell of roses coming into bloom in spring. Think about waves washing over you as you swim in the sea. Imagine the warmth of a fireplace on a cold winter night.”
 
      
Diana kept her eyes closed as she listened to his hypnotic voice. Anderson spoke in soft tones, barely above a whisper.
 
      
“Think about the bitter taste of chocolate, the sweet smell of strawberries, the soft texture of cream.”
 
      
He paused.
 
      
“Think about the first time you ever walked barefoot on a beach, with the sand squishing between your toes. Think about the first time you ever danced with a boy, getting lost in the music. Think about your family, your friends, the warmth of their smiles, the sparkle in their eyes.”
 
      
Diana still had her eyes shut but she was holding his hands. She wasn't sure who had reached out first, but her fingers were linked with his.
 
      
“This is life,” Anderson continued softly. “Memories are all we have. And when we're gone, when the sun sets on our lives, our memories will not be lost, they will live on.”
 
      
Diana opened her eyes. 
 
      
As weird as it seemed, she felt loved. 
 
      
Neither of them said anything more. They leaned in and kissed for the first time. It wasn't overly passionate, just a light touch, lingering on the lips. Little did Diana know that this kiss was one of many first kisses they would share throughout numerous generations as they explored the stars together. Not every generation would fall in love, but they would all grow close, enjoying each other's company, and those that did find romance would have no regrets.
 
      
 



 
BOOK FOUR
 
      


 
      
War
 
    



 
      
4:01 Memories
 
      
 
 
      
Trixie awoke in darkness. Shadows moved around her. The back of her skull ached. She struggled to make sense of where she was, not remembering what had happened, fearing she had been captured again. 
 
      
Sitting up, she felt nauseated and fought not to be sick. Bile rose in the back of her throat. Clutching at her stomach, Trixie fought against the cramps seizing her abdomen.
 
      
 
        “We have her memories. I'm processing them now and comparing them against the records from the 
        Swift
        .”
      
 
      
 
        This was a woman's voice, she was sure of it, and that gave her hope. It wasn't a thinker or a master. She had to be on the 
        Rift Valley
        , but how? Try as she may, her memories eluded her. Her mind was hazy.
      
 
      
Trixie reached out, groping at the darkness. Her legs swung down over a ledge. She could feel the edge of a stiff mattress. There were soft cotton sheets under her fingertips.
 
      
“I want to hear from her firsthand,” a male voice said in the gloom and darkness. She was facing him, that much she could tell. His voice was deep, resonant, confident, perhaps even considerate, at least she hoped so. She started to speak, but her throat was dry. Nothing came out.
 
      
Why was there always darkness? Why did her life revolve around waking in confusion in the pitch black of night?
 
      
Spots appeared before her eyes, flickers of crimson and purple along with blotches of gray and ruddy brown. Slowly, a kaleidoscope of colors, shapes and images began to resolve in front of her. They were blurry at first, but the outline became more distinct with each passing second. It was her eyesight and not the lighting that had seen her wake in the shadows. Trixie rubbed her temples, fighting a throbbing headache.
 
      
“Just relax,” the woman said. “It will take a few minutes for the effects of the anesthetic to wear off.”
 
      
Sitting there, Trixie looked at her fingers, moving them up close to her face, then back away, out at arm's length, surprised by how quickly they went in and out of focus, turning into a dark, blurred muddle.
 
      
“Give her some water,” another voice said, a woman's voice, soft and gentle. Trixie recognized the voice, but she wasn't sure how or why. She looked intently at the faint outline that had spoken. Whoever this was, her hair was brown, her face soft, petite. Life was slowly brightening and becoming less of a blur.
 
      
“Not too much,” the first woman said. Her voice was harsh and abrupt. Trixie wasn't sure why, but this woman sounded older. Perhaps it was the sharp tone or maybe the punctuated words given as a command and not a suggestion. 
 
      
“Bring her to the table,” the man said. His words were just as abrupt, but somehow they weren't as clipped. There was warmth in them.
 
      
Arms grabbed at Trixie, surprising her, lifting her up by her armpits and helping her stand. 
 
      
Trixie's legs were weak, barely able to hold her upright. 
 
      
Turning to one side, she could see a man beside her. He was wearing something on his head—a shell, no, the word was helmet. How she knew that escaped her, but she was fascinated by him. His face was clean-shaven, as smooth as hers, but there was hair above his lip, blossoming in a bushy brush. There was a word for that. Mustache? Or was it beard? Both words described facial hair, but they were different somehow. 
 
      
Trixie turned to look at the other man helping her forward. He was older. Wrinkles ran in lines down his face. His pale skin was splotchy. Trixie was fascinated. So much diversity, such differences between two men. She'd only ever known one man, Berry, and he had a beard. Was it a beard? Yes, she decided. It was. Her mind recalled images of Berry on the alien craft and the straggly facial hair clinging to his cheeks along with the tuft of hair on his chin. A mustache would have suited Berry, she decided, turning back to the younger man.
 
      
The world swung around her as the two guards sat her in a chair. Reaching out, Trixie grabbed the edge of the table, steadying herself. Someone placed a glass of water in front of her and she drank, more to get the taste of bile out of her mouth than out of thirst.
 
      
At this distance, Trixie could resolve the faces on the other side of the table. Slowly, the rest of the room came into focus. 
 
      
“Berry?” she asked with disbelief, her eyes growing wide in surprise. She smiled, excited.
 
      
Berry held his hand out, signaling for her to stay seated. A firm hand rested on her shoulder. The guard standing behind her held her down against her natural impulse to stand and run over to Berry. 
 
      
“Berry? My Berry? How? I don't understand,” Trixie whimpered, tears forming in her eyes. It was Berry, she was sure of it, but his face was smooth, the straggly hair on his cheeks was gone, but it was Berry, it had to be. Her heart raced and she found herself breathing deeply. It was hard to pay attention to anything else in the room. She wanted to touch him, to assure herself he was real.
 
      
“Trixie? Can I call you that?” said the older man seated opposite her. He was holding her bracelet, looking at her name etched onto the back of a pretty silver disc. He handed it to her with a smile.
 
      
Trixie nodded, her lips turned down, her body trembling. She looked at the rainbow of colors on the bracelet, the silver disc and the small bell. She put it in her pocket, feeling it was out of place here in such a formal setting.
 
      
Berry was silent, subservient to the others, which surprised her. She was used to him being so assertive and confident. That he was subdued caused her to feel her place in the unspoken hierarchy was lowest of all. 
 
      
“Do you know who we are?” the older man asked.
 
      
Trixie looked intently at each of the faces on the other side of the broad table. Her vision had cleared. 
 
      
 
        The older man was Anderson, she'd seen him on the flight deck on the day Berry had departed in the 
        Swift
        . Diana was seated to his right, with Berry beside her. 
      
 
      
Trixie liked Diana. She smiled at her, but Diana didn't respond. To Anderson's right was the doctor, whose stern scowl ruined any feeling of warmth Trixie had on recognizing her.  
 
      
 
        Behind them lay the flight deck of the 
        Rift Valley
        . It took a second or two for Trixie to make the connection, but she was in a room looking out over the deck. In the distance lay the mangled wreckage of the 
        Swift
        , the small craft that had carried her to safety. 
      
 
      
 
        Engineers and technicians climbed all over the craft, examining it in minute detail. They were dressed in yellow biohazard suits, their faces hidden behind dark helmets. Clumps of branches still clung to the side of the craft, having been ripped out of the alien warship when she escaped. The crushed antenna array lay sprawled to one side, its boom twisted and broken. Looking at the 
        Swift
        , Trixie was amazed she'd survived. Her lifeboat seemed so small and fragile.
      
 
      
“Trixie. Do you know us?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“Yes,” she replied. Pointing at each of them in turn, she said, “Dr. Phillips. Commander Anderson. Diana and Berry.”
 
      
“Interesting,” Phillips said.
 
      
“Yeah, I caught that too,” Anderson said, turning toward Phillips.
 
      
“What?” Trixie asked, feeling a little awkward, not knowing quite what she'd said. Had she said something wrong?
 
      
“You addressed both the commander and me formally, but referred to Diana and Berry informally,” Dr. Phillips said. “So you have a deference to authority.”
 
      
“And a preference for those you were more familiar with,” Anderson said.
 
      
“Well, that's consistent,” Diana said.
 
      
“I don't understand,” Trixie said, feeling confused.
 
      
 
        “Trix,” Berry said. “I know this must be hard on you. As hard as this is on you, it's even harder on us. It's hard for us to believe what happened on board that alien craft. We're struggling to understand how the 
        Swift
         could be launched with a man from our crew only to return with woman that's never set foot on this starship before.”
      
 
      
Berry was talking about himself in the third person, which confused Trixie. Her head turned sideways as she struggled to gather her thoughts.
 
      
 
        “We're seven hundred light years away from any human settlements,” Dr. Phillips said. “The only genetic material we carry is for replicas, enhanced 
        Homo sapiens
        , and yet, here you are, carrying the DNA for 
        Homo sapiens
        , including gene sequences we have long since eliminated from our genome.”
      
 
      
Trixie looked worried. She had no idea what Dr. Phillips meant, but she understood some difference was being applied to her.
 
      
“You're impossible,” Anderson said. “You shouldn't exist.”
 
      
 
        “We're trying to figure out what you really are,” Dr. Phillips said. “To understand what your purpose is in coming to the 
        Rift
         before we decide what we should do with you.” 
      
 
      
“I came home,” Trixie said, wiping the tears from her eyes. “I thought this was home.” 
 
      
She pointed at Berry, her voice shaking as she added, “You told me this was home!”
 
      
Anderson's eyes narrowed.
 
      
Trixie pleaded with Berry. “You told me to go home. You told me I should come here, to warn the commander. I did what you told me.”
 
      
Trixie couldn't understand why Berry wouldn't come to her defense. She felt like she'd done something wrong, but she'd only done what Berry had told her to do. How was that wrong?
 
      
Diana reached out across the table, her hands coming within inches of Trixie's fingers. “Hey, it's OK. No one's going to hurt you.”
 
      
“Berry, please,” Trixie implored.
 
      
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Anderson asked, turning toward Diana. “Having him here seems to be too much for her.”
 
      
“Trixie,” Diana said, keeping her hands out on the table. “You know who we are, but you don't know what we are. We're clones, replicas, copies.”
 
      
Trixie had a blank look on her face.
 
      
 
        “Think about the molecular constructor on the 
        Swift—
        the machine you got your protein bars and fruit from during your voyage. That food was copied perfectly, over and over again.”
      
 
      
Diana turned to one side, gesturing toward Berry. “This is Berry, but not Berry as you knew him.”
 
      
“Not my Berry?” Trixie asked, her hands shaking.
 
      
“No,” Diana replied. 
 
      
Although Diana's answer was spoken gently, the realization cut at Trixie's heart. She felt herself sink a little in the chair. A knot formed in the middle of her chest. She looked at Berry, but there was no lingering recognition as he looked back, just a hollow smile. There was no depth of feeling or emotion in his face. 
 
      
Dr. Phillips brought up a holographic projection. The semi-transparent frozen image spanned the table between them.
 
      
 
        “Her memory extracts are fragmented,” she said. “I'd get clearer readings from a replica. They're non-sequential, but the older memories appear to be heavily degraded, which gives us at least a rough time-line. There's a lot of junk in here, memories from the alien craft are interspersed with recollections of life on board the 
        Rift
        . It's almost like her memories are a plant, a fabrication. We may not be seeing what actually happened as her mind is a mess. She may not even know which memories are real and which memories are not.”
      
 
      
“You think this is a ruse?” Berry asked. “Misinformation on their part?”
 
      
“It wouldn't be the first time one belligerent has sought to deceive another,” Dr. Phillips replied. “In times of war, information is as much a weapon as a gun or a bomb.”
 
      
Trixie watched as the image resolved into a view of thick vines and matted branches tangled on the floor. Irregular, insect-like creatures swarmed along the main root as Dr. Phillips began playing out the memory. 
 
      
Trixie remembered that exact moment, and she remembered what came next before she saw the scene floating in the holographic projection.
 
      
“Are you sure you want to see this?” Anderson asked, turning to Berry. His lips were pursed tight as he nodded, yes.
 
      
Inside the holograph, Trixie's Berry was suspended in a force field. His body sloped down on roughly a sixty degree angle, his feet floated inches from the ground. Two creatures loomed over him, one in front, the other standing behind him. 
 
      
An array of spindly arms ran up from the ground, slowly getting thinner and longer as they reached higher along the sides of each creature—these were feet transforming into hands. Eye-stalks bobbed slightly, positioning themselves to get a better view of Berry. Dr. Phillips paused the replay.
 
      
“There's segmentation and replication,” Dr. Phillips said, moving her hand along the frozen image, running her fingers from the creatures feet up to its head. “From a biological perspective, this is fascinating. Although these creatures are vastly different from us, I can see the hand of natural selection at work. There's bilateral symmetry, with a left/right orientation, but they wouldn't recognize it as such. The repeating, slowly changing segmentation you see here on the legs through to the arms is common on Earth, being shared by all terrestrial animals. It's the most basic characteristic of template-driven life, so there has to be some kind of DNA or its equivalent at work here. Think about our rib cage and spine, they are simple structures replicated over and over again, with slowly changing variations in each node. That's exactly what we are seeing here, although this is an exoskeleton as opposed to our internal skeletons.”
 
      
“Thinkers,” Trixie said, not understanding what Dr. Phillips had explained, but feeling she owed them an explanation, a commentary.
 
      
“Thinkers?” Anderson asked. “Is that what you call them? Is that what Berry called them?”
 
      
“Yes,” Trixie replied. She reached out and touched a section of the holograph showing tiny insects crawling over the raised platform, saying, “Workers.”
 
      
“Interesting,” Dr. Phillips said. “If I'm understanding this correctly, there's a division of labour based on species rather than our more specialist approach within a single species. Is that right?”
 
      
“Thinkers and workers,” Trixie said, trying to help. “Workers are nice until the thinkers come.”
 
      
“So the thinkers control the workers,” Anderson said.
 
      
“Yes. Sometimes.”
 
      
“Look at this one,” Dr. Phillips said. “Look at how this thinker is cradling his head while the other one starts the vivisection.”
 
      
“I think you mean torture,” Diana said.
 
      
“Thinkers go inside the mind, like you walk inside a room,” Trixie added. 
 
      
The slow, methodical analysis of the images was helping her deal with the anguish she felt inside as she relived those devastating moments again. She wanted to be strong, Berry had wanted her to be strong, but she knew what was coming and her mouth went dry. Trixie sipped at her glass of water.
 
      
It's the smell, Trix.
 
      
Hearing her Berry say those words, hearing them replayed from the depths of her mind, was like hearing from a ghost. Somehow, it was as though Berry had come back to life. Not a clean-shaven duplicate of Berry, but her Berry, the Berry she loved. Trixie held her hand to her mouth in horror, not wanting to cry out in anguish.
 
      
As the image of a thinker straddling Berry appeared, she gasped, watching as the creature's knife-like claws made a small incision at the base of his neck and then cut down to his groin. Blood ran from Berry's chest, dripping over his arms and onto the floor where it was soaked up by workers. Berry's body shook as the thinker peeled back the skin on his chest.
 
      
Trixie tried to get up and the guard pushed her forcibly back down in her seat.
 
      
“It's all right,” Anderson said, waving away the guard, and Trixie stood. She backed away from the image, but she couldn't bring herself to turn her back on Berry. As much as she hated reliving those moments, it was Berry's life running out on that dark platform. Deep down, she felt she had to afford Berry respect. As much as she wanted to run and hide, she forced herself to be strong.
 
      
“Is this really necessary?” Diana asked.
 
      
“It's the only comprehensive memory we've got,” Dr. Phillips replied. “Everything else is fractured, just splinters of images and clipped sounds. If we're to learn anything about this alien intelligence, we need to analyze her memory.”
 
      
At the end of the table, Berry was silent and subdued.
 
      
Trixie paced back and forth like a caged animal, her head turning but never leaving the image as she marched across the room. She was manic. Somehow, pacing helped her deal with the rush of grief surging through her veins. There was something in the act of walking, something in the act of moving that gave her relief. It was the diversion, the distraction achieved by engaging her other senses, feeling the ground pounding beneath her feet, the flex of her leg muscles, the air flowing past her arms. She couldn't sit there as she relived that moment in its entirety. She had to pace.
 
      
“Trixie,” Diana said, the concern carrying in her voice. “If this is too much for you...”
 
      
“No,” Trixie replied, defiant. She would not consider taking the easy way out.
 
      
The holograph was jerky, with images of Berry howling in agony, his body trembling. It took a moment before Trixie realized why the view was so erratic, this was precisely what she'd seen, and at that point she couldn't bring herself to watch every moment. Her eyes were darting down, looking around, trying to find something else to focus upon but always returning to Berry. 
 
      
Sweat beaded on his brow. 
 
      
Trixie remembered how cold it was, but that wasn't apparent in the memory scan.  They watched as the thinker began examining his innards, poking around as Berry panted for breath. 
 
      
There was a strange whimpering sound, like that of an animal in distress. Anderson commented on it. Diana rested her hand on Anderson's forearm, trying not to make it too obvious as she indirectly suggested it was Trixie crying in the chamber. 
 
      
Trixie was picking up on all the body language as she walked back and forth. She may not have understood why, but the straight posture held by Dr. Phillips showed Trixie how she treated this clinically, with a detachment Trixie could not understand. 
 
      
Commander Anderson had his lips drawn in tight, his brow tilted forward, showing the intensity with which he was concentrating. 
 
      
Diana looked concerned, the expression of horror on her face made it clear she was shocked by what they were witnessing. 
 
      
Berry was withdrawn. For him, it must have been surreal to see his former self, going through such torture and pain. He sat there, his shoulders slumped, his back hunched. His lips were down-turned, capturing the loss and heartache he must have felt inside. 
 
      
TRIXIE... TR...IX... IE...
 
      
They could hear Berry, but they couldn't see him. They could only see Trixie's arms wrapped up hard across her chest. In the soft light, shapes moved in the distance beyond her, but they couldn't make them out.
 
      
“Can we magnify that?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“No,” Dr. Phillips replied. “That's all there is.”
 
      
Trixie... please....
 
      
Her Berry was pleading with her for release. 
 
      
In real time, Trixie bit at her fingernails. She looked up at the dark creatures lurking over him in the holograph. Their vast shell-backs towered over his broken body. Hints of phosphorescence ran around the edge of their shells in a ripple. They chatted with their legs, tapping on the roots.
 
      
“What is that?” Anderson asked. “Some kind of Morse code?”
 
      
No one answered.
 
      
Trixie... please... Please, Honey. You know what to do.
 
      
“What was the smell?” Diana asked. “What did Berry mean earlier when he talked about the smell?”
 
      
“What does he mean, you know what to do? How did you know what to do?” Anderson asked. 
 
      
 
        “It was the smell of death,” Trixie replied. “In the 
        Swift
        , Berry showed me how the gas pooled low to the ground. When they caught us, one of the gas cylinders was leaking. I could smell it in the air. Berry called it the smell of death, and that was when I knew what he wanted me to do.”
      
 
      
As she spoke these words, the holograph showed her creeping forward over toward a discarded gas cylinder lying against the base of the vivisection platform.
 
      
“Hold it there,” Anderson said as Trixie glanced up catching the image of hundreds of thinkers lining the roof of the chamber. A soft glow emanated from around the edge of their shells. Patterns rippled across the crowd, displaying synchronized colors and pulses across the hundred or so thinkers on the walls.   
 
      
“Look at them,” Diana said. “There are so many of them.”
 
      
“Look at their orientation,” Berry said. It was the first time he'd spoken since the memory began replaying. “They're not holding on to anything. Each of them is naturally anchored there, at a right angle to the wall.”
 
      
“Up is always up,” Trixie said, trying to explain the bizarre gravitational alignment found within the alien craft. “Every wall is a floor. If you jump to the ceiling, it becomes the floor, and the ground you just left becomes your ceiling.”
 
      
“And you did this?” Anderson asked, looking at Trixie. “You stood on one of these walls and it became a floor?”
 
      
She stopped pacing for a moment, staring at the hundreds of thinkers lining the chamber walls. Dr. Phillips had this portion of her memory on a loop, so they could watch those few seconds constantly replaying as they tried to glean as much information as they could from this fragment. 
 
      
“Yes,” Trixie replied.
 
      
“Look at the architecture,” Berry said. “Look at the way the chamber walls slope together, it's almost like they were inside a pyramid, or inside a Gothic cathedral.”
 
      
“Do you know where this was?” Anderson asked. “Where were you inside their ship when you saw this?”
 
      
“Deep underground,” Trixie replied. “Lots of tunnels.”
 
      
The memory continued to unfold and Trixie found herself watching as her hands twisted the faucet handle on the side of one of the cylinders. Acetylene hissed from the cylinder, coming out in a liquid, seething and bubbling as it vaporized into a fine mist hanging low to the ground. Trixie's viewpoint switched to the platform and up at Berry as she crept away, moving carefully backwards.
 
      
Thank you, Trix.
 
      
The thinkers were preoccupied, examining Berry's kidneys and liver in close detail. 
 
      
Berry screamed. 
 
      
Workers swarmed around the raised platform, gathering up the drops of crimson blood and carrying them away in silken pouches protruding from their abdomens. 
 
      
The thinkers chatted, their legs clicking against the roots. Berry was panting, chanting under his breath.
 
      
Set me free, babe. Set me free.
 
      
As the memory replayed, Trixie's gaze remained locked on the thinkers as she moved around the darkened chamber. 
 
      
Anderson, Phillips, Diana and Berry fell silent, barely breathing as they watched her escape unfold in the holograph. 
 
      
In her mind, Trixie was acting out the motion she saw on the holograph, bending down, fiddling with one imaginary cylinder and then another as she followed her past actions. 
 
      
Workers streamed in trying to control the seeping gas, but by catching pockets of acetylene and carrying it away, they were merely helping the volatile substance spread. 
 
      
A fine mist hung over the ground, spreading out like a fog as Berry continued his mantra, mumbling as he called for Trixie to set him free. 
 
      
The fog lay heavy in the gaps between the roots, but the thinkers didn't notice, they were too absorbed by the torture. Their rhythmic clicking on the seemingly wooden roots was like the mindless chant of a crowd baying for blood. The clicking pulsated through the chamber, growing in intensity. 
 
      
Berry fell silent, his mumbling had come to an end, whether he was dead or unconscious was unknown. 
 
      
Flashes of phosphorescence erupted from the two principle thinkers on the vivisection platform, rippling around the outer rim of their carapaces. Each was the mirror image of the other. 
 
      
Within seconds, the glow reverberated across the vast walls of the chamber as hundreds of thinkers joined in the excitement.
 
      
With her empty hand, Trixie fiddled with something. On the holograph, she lit the small pilot light on the welder fed by a tiny cylinder set into the handle. In the interrogation room, they watched in silence as Trixie reached down and lit the gas, watching as a low front of blue rippled out over the roots, racing through the chamber. 
 
      
The thinkers reacted, their chanting ceased abruptly. Towers of workers rose up, each climbing on the back of the other, stretching up around her like branches breaking up through the roots, trying to ensnare her.
 
      
The first of the explosions knocked Trixie back into a vast tunnel set into the floor of the chamber. 
 
      
“Did you catch that?” Berry asked. “She moved through 270 degrees, not quite tumbling over.”
 
      
“It's the walls becoming floors thing,” Phillips said.
 
      
 
        Anderson and Diana were silent. Trixie appreciated their silence. This was not some documentary from centuries gone by, like the ones she'd watched during her lonely months drifting aimlessly on the 
        Swift
        , this was life, her life, the heart-wrenching end of Berry's life. 
      
 
      
Berry had died. 
 
      
Didn't this Berry realize that? 
 
      
Didn't Dr. Phillips understand the tragedy? 
 
      
Perhaps it was hard for them. All this was new and exciting to them, alarming but not personally life-threatening. For Trixie, though, the tragedy was fresh. She wiped tears away, not wanting anyone to notice, but Diana noticed, Trixie could tell as their eyes met for a moment. Sorrow pulled her down like lead weights strapped around her neck and she sat back in the chair.
 
      
The holograph faded.
 
      
“That's the most complete sequence I can find,” Dr. Phillips said. “Nothing else plays out for more than a second or two.”
 
      
Anderson looked angry. His eyebrows were furrowed, his teeth clenched. Trixie wasn't sure if he was mad at her, and she wondered if he blamed her for the death of Berry. 
 
      
Dr. Phillips spun her hands in the air above the desktop, her fingers adroit as they punched at the soft glowing holographic console beneath the memory image. 
 
      
To Trixie, her motion was incomprehensible. The flicker of her fingers was matched by the flicker of memories as the computer responded to her deft touch. 
 
      
Berry was suspended in the force field again, only this time Trixie was looking back at him from above. His body appeared brutish, his brow was extended while his jaw and cheekbones were sharply defined. 
 
      
The memories were erratic, flicking between several different compositions, showing Berry in a variety of states. In some, body hair blanketed his skin and his features were coarse, his muscles thick and dense. In others he looked somewhat normal, but not quite. In all of them he appeared to be in torment.
 
      
“They seem to be able to manipulate organic material at a cellular level, altering the genome and its protein code responses,” Dr. Phillips said. “This is a level of bioengineering we cannot even begin to comprehend. This, it seems, is the only logical explanation for her existence.”
 
      
 
        Images continued to flash and the holographic reconstructions switched to scenes with Trixie and Berry inside the 
        Swift
        , with them eating, laughing, digging through the bulkhead for equipment and going to the toilet. 
      
 
      
It's too easy... 
 
      
We go?
 
      
We can't go, Babe. Not just yet... It's a trap... If we run, we risk everything...
 
      
“He knew,” Diana said. 
 
      
Trixie's memory flickered, switching back and forth between images of Berry standing there smiling, eating a protein bar and the stark empty bulkhead beside the airlock. 
 
      
 
        The holograph stuttered, struggling to separate out the overlapping images—one of Berry laughing, smiling, and the next of the desolate interior of the 
        Swift
        . No one needed to be told why. The haunted image resonated in the empty look in her eyes. This was Trixie struggling under the weight of grief she felt from Berry's loss. He looked so naturally happy in those few moments on the 
        Swift
        . He'd let down his guard for a few seconds, forgetting about the danger that surrounded them, and simply enjoyed Trixie's presence. She could see that. Looking back, it was clear he relished those few seconds as much as she did. They were a brief respite from the horror that surrounded them.
      
 
      
“What else is there?” Anderson asked, breaking the silence.
 
      
“There is a reference to masters stuck in her mind,” Dr. Phillips said.
 
      
“Is this another name for the thinkers?” Berry asked.
 
      
“No.”
 
      
Trixie couldn't bring herself to say much more than that. She was struggling not to break down in front of them. She wanted to run, to hide, to do anything to make this nightmare go away. It had been months, but seeing these images reopened old wounds, and she felt as raw and hurt as the day Berry died.
 
      
“Did you see them? The masters?”
 
      
“No.”
 
      
Dr. Phillips brought up another holographic projection. This time, Trixie faced off against a thinker considerably larger than her. The alien creature seemed frightened, almost cowering as Trixie lunged toward it. 
 
      
Workers scattered in front of her. The soft glow from around their shells flickered as she moved forward, like birds taking flight before a cat. 
 
      
Flashes of light shone down through the darkened tunnel, catching the edges of knotted roots, highlighting the tangle of limbs and branches that made up the twisting, winding passageway. 
 
      
Explosions deep in the heart of the alien craft were tearing it apart. Fires raged down several passages to the side, casting a ghostly flicker of light into the tunnel.  
 
      
“Look at that,” Dr. Phillips said. “The thinker opposing Trixie is afraid of her, but he will not let her pass. Why?”
 
      
“Do you know?” Diana asked Trixie. The kindness in her voice soothed Trixie.
 
      
“No.”
 
      
“It's stalling,” Anderson said. “It's not prepared to take her on, but it's trying to delay her. It's as though it's waiting for something, for someone.”
 
      
“But who?” Berry asked. “Masters?”
 
      
“Maybe,” Diana said. “Or maybe it's called for backup and is waiting for more thinkers.”
 
      
In the hologram, they could see Trixie down on her knees, her arms out in front of her as she struggled to hold herself up.
 
      
“Something is wrong,” Berry said.
 
      
Suddenly, the holograph swung around and Trixie saw herself hanging from the ceiling of the tunnel. Gravity gyrated, swirling around her, tossing her body around like a rag doll as she clung desperately to the roots to avoid being flung about the passage. 
 
      
Fires flickered in the distance, casting long shadows down the darkened tunnel.
 
      
 
        “Whatever skulduggery they've devised to manipulate gravity must be failing at this point,” Berry said. “From the footage taken by the 
        Swift
        , we know the ship was torn apart. This must be the beginning of its death throes.”
      
 
      
The tunnel turned into a deep, dark well falling away beneath Trixie's feet, and then the memory ended.
 
      
“Can you back that up?” Anderson asked. “There's one thing that bothers me about this footage.”
 
      
“Just one?” Diana asked, a hint of surprise in her voice.
 
      
The holographic display rewound a few seconds and slowly moved forward again, showing Trixie's bare feet dangling above the gaping tunnel below her. Gravity had aligned vertically, turning what had been a winding passageway into what looked like a deep well. A dull yellow glow illuminated a ledge in the distance, hundreds of feet below her. A dark shape fell past her.
 
      
“Dead thinker,” Trixie said.
 
      
“It's not that,” Anderson said, watching closely as the memory faded. “Look. There! Can you enhance that?”
 
      
Dr. Phillips rewound and replayed the holograph again, enlarging the distant view just as the body of the dead thinker fell. 
 
      
Creatures were scrambling up the sides of the tunnel. In the soft light, they were barely visible, easily mistaken for shadows in the flickering, fading light.
 
      
“What are they?” Diana asked.
 
      
Trixie shrugged. She didn't know.
 
      
“Are you thinking what I'm thinking?” Dr. Phillips asked.
 
      
“Yep,” Anderson said.
 
      
Diana had turned around in her seat, looking intently at Anderson. “Masters?”
 
      
“No,” he began. “There's something else missing from their social structure. Something we haven't seen in any of her other memories.”
 
      
“Look at the size,” Dr. Phillips said. “They're an intermediate. Something between the workers on one end of the scale and thinkers at the other.”
 
      
“I don't understand,” Diana said. “What could they be?”
 
      
“Soldiers,” Anderson replied.
 
      
“Think about it,” Dr. Phillips said. “Their whole ecology is split along functional lines, thinkers and workers. Although those are broad categories, with plenty of diversity within them, they're missing something fundamental to any expansionist society, soldiers. 
 
      
“And from biology, we know there should be a graduation in body sizes. Think about how nature diversifies and exploits a variety of niches. On Earth, we see huge variations in birds, from hummingbirds to the albatross, but you could line up all the graduated species spanning various niches in between them. We haven't seen that with the workers and thinkers. There's a gap. The workers are small, the thinkers are big. These things, though, fit right in the middle. They're not intermediaries in the evolutionary sense of having a common ancestor, but they are what we'd expect to see, something filling that mid-size niche.”
 
      
“But why soldiers?” Diana asked.
 
      
“The thinker was stalling,” Anderson said. “He wasn't waiting for more thinkers. Trixie had killed hundreds of thinkers in the vivisection chamber. He was waiting for security, for someone that could deal with her more effectively.”
 
      
“But why hadn't she run into soldiers before?” Diana asked, uttering the very question Trixie was thinking.
 
      
“From what I understand,” Anderson said. “Their original escape was a ruse. Berry knew that. He knew they were bait, that they were supposed to escape and lead them right to us. I suspect Trixie was just a distraction, something to confuse and disrupt his thinking, blur his reasoning and knock him off guard.”
 
      
Trixie sat forward sharply, not fully comprehending what Anderson was saying, but grasping at the edges of his reasoning.
 
      
“How do we know she isn't still part of a ruse?” Dr. Phillips asked. “I mean, we're trusting her. We're trusting the memories from her mind, but they could have been manufactured and implanted. It could be a double-bluff.”
 
      
 
        “No,” Berry said, coming to Trixie's defense. “She destroyed their ship. We have independent records of that from the log files on the 
        Swift
        . Whatever their reason was for creating her, she had her revenge.”
      
 
      
Trixie appreciated Berry's comments. She gave him a slight nod but he didn't respond.
 
      
“They outwitted themselves,” Anderson said. “I think they kept the soldiers in reserve so that it looked easy to escape. Then, when everything went pear-shaped, when their plan fell apart, they struggled to respond in time. For all their thinking, I don't think they ever thought Trixie would outsmart them and defeat them.”
 
      
Trixie felt a hint of pride, but she suppressed the natural urge to smile.
 
      
“I suspect they brought in the soldiers a fraction too late, and that particular thinker was stalling, trying to hold out until they arrived,” Anderson said pointing at the faint outline of spindly creatures clambering up the walls hundreds of feet below the holographic image of Trixie.
 
      
“It tells us a lot,” he continued. “They've played their hand, shown us their cards.”
 
      
“So what do we do now?” Diana asked.
 
      
“We pull back,” Anderson said. “They mean to go to war against us. We have no capability in that regard. We're too big to hide, too small to fight. There's only one thing we can do.”
 
      
“Run,” Trixie said. “Run before it's too late.”
 
    



 
      
4:02 Trixie
 
      


 
      
“What shall we do with her?” Dr. Phillips asked, pointing at Trixie.
 
      
 
        Anderson looked at Dr. Phillips in surprise. The thought of doing '
        something
        ' with her clearly hadn't occurred to him.
      
 
      
“She's one of us now,” he said. “What is there to do?”
 
      
“You've got to imprison her,” Phillips replied.
 
      
“What?” Diana said, blurting out before anyone else could respond. “No!”
 
      
Anderson held out his hand, signaling for Diana to be calm.
 
      
“She hasn't done anything wrong. I will not treat her like a criminal.”
 
      
“But you can't just let her loose among the crew,” Phillips protested.
 
      
 
        “Why not?” Anderson asked. “You're suggesting that she is somehow a threat to the 
        Rift
        ?”
      
 
      
 
        “She could be,” Phillips replied. “How do you know she's not a threat? She's not
        —
        ”
      
 
      
“What? One of us?” Anderson asked. “No. She's not. She's human, more human than you or I will ever be. Does that scare you? Is that a crime?”
 
      
Trixie was silent, as was Berry, which surprised her. 
 
      
She was quiet as she felt she had no place to argue, she understood she was an outsider, she knew she didn't belong. 
 
      
But Berry, why was he silent? Why was it that only Diana and Anderson stood up for her? Berry puzzled her. He looked much the same as her Berry, but he was younger, closer to her age. And yet, in character, he was entirely different, so much so that she felt she didn't recognize him at all. Her Berry would have fought for her, he would have put forward reasons, arguments that challenged the doctor's logic. At least, that's what she imagined.
 
      
“That young girl has been through hell,” Anderson replied, getting somewhat irate with Dr. Phillips as he pointed at Trixie. “She has nowhere she can call home, nothing beyond a tin can of a spaceship with failing electronics and a cabin half the size of this room. 
 
      
“Damn, it's surprising she lasted as long as she did in that wreck. She fights to escape a horde of alien marauders, destroys their war craft, warns us about the menace they present, and you want to treat her like a spy? What are you thinking? She deserves a goddamn medal.”
 
      
 
        “How do we know she's not a spy?” Phillips protested. “Think about it. Yes, the alien craft broke up. We've got good footage of that from the 
        Swift
         and her onboard cameras. But that footage also shows escape pods. As the craft disintegrated, sections split off, moving away under their own power. How do we know Trixie wasn't followed by one of them?”
      
 
      
“We don't,” Anderson replied coldly. “For all we know, there's an alien fleet out there closing in on us as we speak. But how is imprisoning her going to help us? How is treating her like a criminal going to aid us? 
 
      
“She took out an entire alien spacecraft, a starship the size of a small moon, and she did it by herself. She did it without any specialist training, and she did it without any fancy weapons, no particle beams, no thermonuclear warheads, no antimatter implosions, just a goddamn welding torch. Hell, that's something we should reward, not punish. 
 
      
“I want to tap into her thinking. She understands these creatures better than any of us. She understands their motives, their tactics, their guile and their deceit. She knows their weaknesses and strengths. If we run into these bastards in open space, I want her by my side.”
 
      
Anderson walked around the table and held out his hand, saying, “Welcome home, Trixie. It's good to have you on board.”
 
      
Trixie looked at his outstretched hand, not sure quite what that meant, and simply threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. Diana laughed.
 
      
“You can't do this,” Phillips protested. “She represents a threat to the safety of the crew. We simply don't understand their bio-tech. It is well beyond anything we can produce, probably by several orders of magnitude. To even accomplish this, to craft and create Trixie in the manner they did means they have to be tens of thousands of years ahead of us.”
 
      
“But their whole basis of life is biological,” Berry said, finally joining the conversation like her Berry of old would have done. “We haven't seen anything to suggest they understand computing power. That could give us an edge.”
 
      
 
        “Doc, I understand your concerns,” Anderson said. “But we are exposed and vulnerable regardless. We are no more exposed with Trixie than we are without her. If we hadn't retrieved the 
        Swift
         we would still be in the dark, unable to identify the electromagnetic signature of their craft.”
      
 
      
 
        “That's right,” Berry added. “The records from the 
        Swift
         have shown us what we're looking for. Their radar profile is almost non-existent, apart from their engines, which are only visible through a cone of about thirty degrees, they give off very little electromagnetic radiation, absorbing upwards of 90% of the spectrum. By comparison, our metal hull causes us to light up like a Christmas tree. They're as black as coal, as cold as a distant moon. Somehow, they absorb and convert incoming energy with astounding efficiency, and I suspect those branches clinging to the 
        Swift
         will reveal why, as they were torn from the hull, so we stand to learn a great deal about their shielding. 
      
 
      
“In addition to that, Trixie's given us some valuable insights into their biotech, leveling what was an unfair playing field. We can study this. We can learn about their capabilities, and that gives us the opportunity to exploit any weaknesses.”
 
      
 
        As he spoke, Trixie looked out of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the 
        Swift
         as it sat inert on the flight deck. Its broken communications boom had torn a massive gash down one side of the tiny craft, revealing wires and piping, leaving the inner panels of the cabin exposed. 
      
 
      
The hull of the reconnaissance craft had been crushed, crumpled and dented, squeezed by the massive vines in the superstructure of the alien craft. 
 
      
Technicians removed some of the branches, cutting them up and taking samples, while they examined others where they lay, taking pains to avoid damaging them any further. 
 
      
 
        Looking around at the vast flight deck, with an array of smaller spacecraft docked on large metal collars stretching out along the floor, Trixie got her first glimpse of just how small and fragile the 
        Swift
         was.
      
 
      
Hearing Berry's words and his comments about her helped her understand a little more about him and his persona. He was a good man, a thinker, just like her Berry, but he lacked the seasoning and maturity she'd seen during their captivity. This Berry was more mechanically minded, more methodical, less personal, but that didn't mean he didn't care about her, it just meant he didn't know her. Berry even managed a smile at her as he spoke. She smiled back, a little embarrassed.
 
      
“So that's it,” Dr. Phillips said. “You're just going to let her walk free?”
 
      
“Absolutely,” Anderson said.
 
      
“I would like my objections recorded in the ship's log,” Dr. Phillips replied.
 
      
“Your protest has been noted,” Anderson replied, walking toward the door and gesturing for Trixie to follow.
 
      
As they stepped out into the hallway, Dr. Phillips stormed off in front of them. Anderson, Diana, Berry and Trixie held back, giving the doctor her space, allowing her to reach the pod-shaft leading up to the bridge ahead of them. 
 
      
For Trixie, this was a new feeling. She felt like she was part of the team, that she was accepted. It was a feeling she liked.
 
      
“Don't worry about her,” Anderson said. “She means well. She has the best interests of the crew at heart.”
 
      
“Let's get you cleaned up,” Diana said. 
 
      
 
        Trixie wandered the lower decks of the 
        Rift Valley 
        with Diana while Anderson and Berry returned to the bridge. 
      
 
      
Diana took her to the medical bay, and gave her a quick checkup. Trixie felt weak, her legs felt like they could barely support her after only ten minutes walking around. 
 
      
Diana told her that was hardly surprising given the length of time she'd spent in zero gravity. 
 
      
A shot of nanobots began repairing her muscle atrophy. Diana tried to get Trixie to take a shower, but Trixie would have none of it, showing a strong aversion to getting wet. Diana laughed, telling her she understood, assuring her it would be all right, that it was good to be clean. 
 
      
Cleanliness was something Trixie intrinsically understood. She wanted to be clean. Reluctantly, she agreed to the shower, but only a quick shower. 
 
      
Trixie liked the smell of the soap and shampoo. Diana ended up having to give her essentially a sponge bath as Trixie sat on a plastic seat in the shower to avoid slipping and falling. 
 
      
Diana left her to change into some fresh clothes. With her hair slicked back, Trixie felt brand new. 
 
      
“Well, look at you,” Diana said, as Trixie stepped out of the bathroom. “You look great.”
 
      
“Thanks,” Trixie said, feeling a bit awkward from the compliment. She looked down at her shoes, shrugging her shoulders. Shoes were a new concept for her. She preferred to walk around barefoot, but Diana was wearing identical shoes, and Trixie desperately wanted to conform and be accepted in her new home.
 
      
“Come on,” Diana said. “You must be hungry. I know I am.”
 
      
Diana took her to the mess hall. Standing there at a much larger, molecular constructor, Trixie said, “Protein bar.” And a protein bar promptly appeared in front of her.
 
      
“No, no, no,” Diana said, dropping the protein bar in the trash. “Lasagna, with Caesar salad as a side dish, and baked blueberry cheesecake for dessert.”
 
      
Trixie's mouth began salivating immediately as the smell of melted cheese and grilled meat wafted through the air. Diana smiled, grabbing a baked potato before leading Trixie over to the seating area. A large four-seat table morphed into a two-seater as it sensed them approaching. Trixie wasn't sure if she should sit on the chairs, they appeared to be alive. 
 
      
Diana laughed, saying, “Don't worry about it.” 
 
      
Trixie sat cautiously while Diana went to get something to drink. When Diana returned, she saw Trixie leaning over her food, sniffing it intently. Trixie held her hair back with one hand and smelled the lasagna, the salad and cheesecake. As Diana sat, Trixie licked the top of her cheesecake.
 
      
“Good, huh,” Diana said. She held up a knife and fork and started slowly eating, setting an example. Trixie leaned forward and stuck her finger out, gently pushing the potato on Diana's plate.
 
      
“Would you like to try some?” Diana said.
 
      
 
        “No,” Trixie replied. She picked up her knife and fork, copying Diana, but she held them exactly as she saw Diana holding hers, as a mirror image. Diana tried to explain that she needed to reverse them, swapping hers from one hand to the other, but that just confused Trixie. It was sensory overload. For months, her world had been narrow and constricted. She'd become so used to weightlessness and the constantly shifting orientation inside the 
        Swift
         that to find herself anchored on just one plane was unnerving. Even as she sat there, the room seemed to sway around her, as though she were drifting casually in the claustrophobic confines of the 
        Swift
        . 
      
 
      
 
        The sounds around her were unsettling. In her little world, Trixie had control over everything, at least it felt that way. The hum of the air recyclers had been the only noise she couldn't directly influence on the 
        Swift
        , but she could choose to talk to the computer, or to be quiet, she could watch a documentary about life on Earth with or without sound. But here, in the mess hall, noises came from all around her. The clatter of cutlery, the chatter of crew members walking past, the whiz of the molecular constructor. Noises seemed to come at her from all directions.
      
 
      
Trixie decided the best thing she could do was to eat, and to eat as quickly as she could. She used the knife and fork like sticks, holding large clumps of salad together above her plate as she bit into the juicy lettuce, with the loose croutons dropping to her plate. Diana told her there was no rush, but it tasted good, and the sensory preoccupation of tasting and smelling helped distract her from being overwhelmed by the sights and sounds around her.
 
      
Several of the crew members came over and Diana introduced them. Trixie, it seemed, was a bit of a celebrity. 
 
      
Trixie hoped she didn't come across rude as she stood to greet each small party, but she couldn't tell them apart. She could distinguish women from men, but apart from the handful of people she vaguely recognized from before, the faces all blurred together. Trixie could have been introduced to the same people time and again and she wouldn't have known it. They were all very pleasant and welcoming, but they all seemed to say the same thing. No one said anything original, which confused her as she couldn't understand why they'd say anything at all if there was nothing much to say. Polite pleasantries escaped her. She was more interested in the food, and she understood why. The food contained more diversity, the explosion of tastes and smells excited her. 
 
      
There were lots of smiles, lots of handshakes, but no hugs for these people. Trixie sat down and kept eating as Diana talked with the crew. To Trixie, the words spoken around her were just noise, and she found herself slipping into her old ways, back before being captured by the alien warship. 
 
      
As she finished her cheesecake, she felt something wrapping around her legs, something warm and furry. Sitting back, she saw a cat looking up at her. At that moment, Berry came running into the mess hall. Trixie picked up the cat, looking deep into its eyes.
 
      
“She's not supposed to be in here,” Berry said. “But I figured this was where I would find her.”
 
      
Trixie didn't say anything. She turned her head sideways, looking carefully at the cat. She held it with both hands, just behind its front legs, and was fascinated by its furry arms and its paws, so small and tiny. 
 
      
The cat's tail twitched, flicking over the table.
 
      
“Perhaps it's time for us to go,” Diana said, and Trixie got up as well, holding the cat well out in front of her, like an awkward father would hold a newborn baby. 
 
      
“You need to support her from underneath,” Berry said, gesturing to Trixie. “Do you want me to take her?”
 
      
“No,” Trixie said, with a surprising amount of emotion. She knew who she was holding. It wasn't quite the same, but it was as though this Berry and her Berry had a chance meeting.
 
      
Diana and Berry exchanged glances, clearly wondering about Trixie's intentions, but Trixie was intrigued, curious. Trixie twisted the cat around roughly, finally holding the animal the way Berry had indicated, with the cat half tucked beneath her arm, its chest resting on her open hand. Its legs hung down on either side of her hand, limp and relaxed. With her left hand, Trixie scratched the cat gently beneath its chin.
 
      
“She likes this,” Trixie said.
 
      
“I know,” Berry replied, half-smiling, looking a little nervous. It was as though he wasn't sure whether Trixie would be gentle or violent, as if he were concerned she might hurt the small creature. 
 
      
“She's beautiful,” Trixie said.
 
      
“Yes, she is,” Diana agreed.
 
      
The cat purred, closing its eyes and turning its head slightly as Trixie scratched beneath its chin. She moved her hand around, gently patting the cat, running her fingernails from its head down its neck. “You've got to get down to the skin with your fingernails,” she explained. “And right here, right behind her ears, that's where she likes it best.”
 
      
Berry smiled.
 
      
“I have something for you,” Trixie said, bending forward and whispering in the cat's ear. “I have a present. Something I saved for you.”
 
      
Trixie pulled the tatty, multicolored bracelet out of her pocket. A tiny bell rang, jingling as she brought her hand up and held it in front of the cat. The cat opened its eyes, it seemed to recognize the sound. Trixie bent down, putting the cat on the ground. She undid the bracelet and slipped the rainbow ribbon around the cat's neck, saying, “I won't be needing this any more, but I thought you might like it.”
 
      
As she fastened the collar, the cat shook its head and the bell rang.
 
      
“There will be no more sneaking around for you,” Trixie said, standing up as the cat went to Berry. He picked up the cat and gave it a scratch behind the ears, just as Trixie had suggested. The cat closed its eyes again, purring loud enough to be heard.
 
      
“Let's get you back to engineering,” Berry said, looking fondly at the cat as he turned and walked away.
 
      
“He really loves her,” Diana said.
 
      
“I know,” Trixie replied with a tear in her eye. 
 
    



 
      
4:03 Run
 
      
 
 
      
 
        Anderson stood at the central console on the bridge of the 
        Rift Valley
        . 
      
 
      
Trixie was fascinated, watching from the back of the vast, raised platform that made up the circular bridge. She didn't stop to count the crew manning the bridge, but most of them were on the lower level, spread around the circumference of the floor. A massive dome rose overhead, with more stars than Trixie had ever seen. A feeling of awe swept over her. 
 
      
 
        Berry walked in behind her, saying a polite hello as he stepped up onto the central platform. Diana and Trixie sat down at one of the empty lower stations, turning their chairs away from the holographic projectors and in toward Anderson and Berry. Dr. Phillips was there as well, but she was seated, looking at something on a holographic image. From where Trixie sat, she could see she was looking at an image of one of the twisted, gnarled branches that had embedded itself in the side of the 
        Swift
        .
      
 
      
Berry took up a computer station to one side of Anderson, as the commander paced back and forth. The acoustics in the dome meant even the softest voice could be easily heard everywhere, and so Trixie felt privileged to hear what Anderson was saying to Berry and Dr. Phillips.
 
      
Diana pointed at one of the stars low on the horizon, whispering in Trixie's ear. “That's your star, C144-12. It's the star system where you ran into those creatures.”
 
      
“There's so many of them,” Trixie said in hushed tones, looking at the dense smattering of tens of thousands of stars looming large around the craft.
 
      
“Your star is about three quarters of the way into the cluster,” Diana said. “We've been following this heading for almost a hundred years, ever since the first signals were detected. The plan was to send scouts ahead, and drift past on a course that crosses close to the source, but staying far enough away to give us several points of exit.”
 
      
Diana was pointing, swinging her arm in several vast arcs as she spoke, depicting the course of their travel. 
 
      
“See how the stars are thicker closer to the center of the cluster? This whole cluster is barely thirty light years across. Our path will take us within about two light years of the heart of the cluster before we begin to pass out the other side. We're threading the eye of the needle, relying on the density in there to hide us. The electromagnetic chaos and gravitational wells will make it difficult for anyone to track us.
 
      
“Do you see that star?” Diana asked, pointing up. “It's difficult to judge distance visually, but that's quite close, less than a light-day away from us. It's an oddball. A dim neutron star from outside the cluster, but it's been sucked in like a leaf swirling down a drain. 
 
      
 
        “We're using its gravitational pull to passively steer our way through the cluster without the need for course corrections. Essentially, we're just drifting. I don't think we've fired the engines on the 
        Rift
         for about forty years. This course was planned generations ahead of time. The plan is to blend in, to avoid drawing attention to ourselves and hopefully to get in and out without anyone noticing.”
      
 
      
“Good plan,” Trixie said, whispering. “The thinkers couldn't find you guys. They looked. They looked hard. They wanted Berry to tell them where you were, but he didn't tell.”
 
      
“He was a good man,” Diana said, squeezing her hand before adding. “The Anderson series has been working on this for decades, running different scenarios, carefully picking the route. The stakes are so high.”
 
      
Trixie was silent, listening intently as Diana spoke.
 
      
“We're single-point sensitive. First Contact is exciting and yet scary. The likelihood of meeting someone less advanced is almost zero. We've only just emerged on this stage. Anyone out here has likely been at this for a long time, so contact is going to be one sided. They're going to be more advanced than us. And if they're hostile, well, all our eggs are in one basket.”
 
      
“Eggs?” Trixie asked.
 
      
“It's a game of cat and mouse,” Diana said, explaining herself in terms Trixie could understand. “Only we're the mouse. For the cat, the stakes are low. For the mouse, stealth is the difference between life and death. That's why Dr. Phillips is so worried about your presence.”
 
      
“Oh.” 
 
      
“Don't you worry about Dr. Phillips,” Diana said. “The truth is, your escape has been invaluable to us. In one day, you've given us more information than we've been able to glean in a hundred years. You've confirmed our worst fears, exposing the predatory nature of the thinkers, confirming our strategy. I think Anderson is quietly quite pleased.”
 
      
“Really?” Trixie asked.
 
      
“Oh, yeah,” Diana said, putting her hand on Trixie's knee and giving it a bit of a squeeze. “And I'm proud of you. You did exceptionally well, given impossible circumstances. Berry, your Berry, would be proud.”
 
      
Trixie was silent.
 
      
 
        “And this Berry,” Diana continued. “He'll see it. Don't worry about that. It's just all a bit sudden for him. When we first picked up your beacon, we thought it was a trap. We had scout craft skirt the 
        Swift
         several times, expecting to be attacked. Finally, Anderson had to make a decision. The 
        Rift
         was moving out of range. He either had to take a risk and retrieve you or leave you out there forever.”
      
 
      
“Forever?” Trixie said. Goosebumps raised on her arms. 
 
      
“Yeah. Kinda sends a chill through your bones to think about that, doesn't it? There was a lot of debate. Several of the senior officers wanted to leave you. Well, they thought it was Berry on board, so they wanted to leave Berry. But Anderson felt it was worth the risk to find out what you'd been through and how you'd escaped.
 
      
 
        “You can imagine everyone's surprise, though, when you didn't respond to our hailing. Those that had taken you in tow wanted to cut you loose. We could see the damage to the 
        Swift
        . Consideration was given to conducting a mid-flight investigation, a salvage operation and then simply cutting the 
        Swift
         free, but all the time the 
        Rift
         was moving further away and the options became less and less viable. So Anderson made the call to bring the 
        Swift
         in. You can imagine their shock when they opened the hatch, expecting Berry to pop out, and out comes this beautiful young woman.”
      
 
      
Trixie blushed, saying, “I don't remember that.”
 
      
“It's the mind probe,” Diana said. “It'll come back to you. Give it time.”
 
      
“Was Berry there?” Trixie asked.
 
      
“He was the salvage pilot,” Diana said. “He was the one that cracked the hatch. You should have seen him jump back when he saw you standing there. From his reaction, we half-expected a bunch of slimy aliens to come crawling out. There were soldiers stationed in the quarantine bay with flame throwers, and out you come, wearing nothing  but a long, baggy singlet.”
 
      
Diana patted Trixie's leg, trying not to laugh.
 
      
“I think they would have preferred the squidgy alien scenario. At least then they would have known what to do. As it was, everyone was dumbfounded. They took you to the holding cell and started the mind probe. The rest you already know.”
 
      
Anderson and Berry were talking with increasing animation, which got the girls' attention.
 
      
“What's going on?” Trixie whispered.
 
      
“I'm not sure.”
 
      
“Ensign James,” Anderson said. “I want you to sweep deep space, using the new profile provided by Berry.”
 
      
“Sir,” came the reply. 
 
      
 
        Trixie and Diana watched as a huge holograph filled the thirty feet between the command deck and the dome above. At the center lay the 
        Rift Valley
        . A three dimensional grid, pasted in a soft gray, represented distances, stretching and compacting like an accordion, revealing the space surrounding the 
        Rift
         in a logarithmic scale. Nearby stars and their planets were mapped out around the 
        Rift
        , with their observed orbits shown in a thin red line, while the rest of their extrapolated orbits appeared as thin blue lines. The closest star sat slightly in front of and below the spacecraft in the image, while the 
        Rift's
         path through the system showed up as a thin white line bending behind the craft, their course having been perturbed by its passage through the cluster.
      
 
      
“Nothing,” Anderson said, talking to Berry.
 
      
“We should at least detect something by C144-12 as that's where the encounter occurred.” 
 
      
Berry looked worried.
 
      
“Perhaps their presence is too weak to be detected at that distance,” Ensign James replied.
 
      
 
        “No. It's not that,” Berry said. “I've taken that into account in the template. We should be able to use that encounter as a benchmark. Can you roll back the time sequence so the holograph covers the period when the 
        Swift
         was taken captive?”
      
 
      
“Aye,” Ensign James replied.
 
      
Trixie was intrigued. The position of the Rift changed slightly against the stars suspended in the holographic image, and she watched as the officer zoomed in on the system marked C144-12.
 
      
 
        “Okay,” Berry said. “There's the 
        Swift
        , just shy of the heliopause, on the outer reaches of the system. And there's the alien craft.” 
      
 
      
 
        Anderson asked, “Can you zoom out so we include the 
        Rift
         as she drifts by?”
      
 
      
The ensign complied. 
 
      
 
        Berry was busy running some kind of calculation, his fingers rippling over a holographic interface. Trixie kept her eyes fixed on the dull gray image of the alien ship flanking the 
        Swift
        . The alien craft looked so small compared to the reality she had known, with its miles of dark, brooding tunnels winding their way through the damp labyrinth. Within the sea of stars, the thinkers were but a speck in the ocean.
      
 
      
“I don't understand,” Berry said. “We know they're hiding somewhere in the cluster. We should be able to see their fleet.”
 
      
Anderson said, “The other scouts were intercepted by different ships from the one that attacked Berry and Trixie, so we should see at least four other ships.”
 
      
“Remove all points of reference,” Berry said. The ensign complied and the grid, reference points and orbits disappeared from the holograph. “Magnify anything similar to the attack ship, using a tolerance of 10%, and return the space-time sequence to now.”
 
      
Several of the stars showed debris clouds out beyond their planetary systems, finely scattered comets and asteroid belts. Each of them, though, was confined to the gravitational well within the parent star system. 
 
      
 
        A set of binary stars showed a more complex outer ring, but it was still gravitationally bound and stable, being unique to that system. The point at which the 
        Swift
         had encountered the alien warship was the only region in which there was a motion vector that didn't correspond with a far-flung orbit.
      
 
      
 
        “What is that?” Anderson asked, pointing back behind the 
        Rift
        .
      
 
      
Berry waved his hands in the air, taking control from the ensign and zooming in. With a series of gestures, he discarded the stars and their planetary systems, tossing them away like one would throw out a used piece of paper. 
 
      
 
        He stretched out his hands, twisting his fingers slightly, and the holograph responded accordingly. There, strung out behind the 
        Rift
        , was a series of tiny shapes. There was silence as the realization struck.
      
 
      
“Bring up our path,” Berry said, as he twisted his hands around, bringing that portion of the holograph down close to them. 
 
      
A thin white line again marked their passage as they wound between the stars, twisting slightly with the gravitational perturbations in the cluster. The tiny shapes almost completely disappeared beneath the thin line.
 
      
“Damn,” Anderson said. “They're following in our wake.”
 
      
“How many?” Dr. Phillips asked.
 
      
“Remove our path,” Berry said. “I make eight, no, ten of them.”
 
      
 
        “I told you this was a trap,” Dr. Phillips said, turning and pointing at Trixie. “We should have never brought her on board. They've followed her to us, exposing the 
        Rift
        .”
      
 
      
Anderson heard her out.
 
      
 
        “Your reckless disregard for first-contact protocols has endangered the 
        Rift Valley
        .”
      
 
      
 
        “Can you confirm that?” Anderson asked, turning to Berry. Trixie was nervous. Her knees were knocking together. The thought that she had betrayed the 
        Rift
        , that she had betrayed the dying wishes of her Berry to warn the crew was distressing for her. 
      
 
      
 
        “I'm looking at historical logs,” Berry said, flicking his wrist and winding the holograph back in time. “The first craft to close in on our trail did so a month after the 
        Swift
         was captured. The last joined almost three months before we sent scouts out to buzz the 
        Swift
        .”
      
 
      
“OK,” Anderson said. “So we know she didn't lead them to us.”
 
      
“But that makes no sense,” Dr. Phillips argued. “If that was the case, why have they waited? Why not attack before now?”
 
      
“Thinkers,” Trixie said, tapping the side of her head, her fingernail gently touching at her temple. She surprised herself, she hadn't meant to intrude, and was taken aback by how her voice carried through the confines of the bridge. 
 
      
“So why haven't they attacked?” Anderson asked, turning toward Trixie. His arms were outstretched, looking for an answer.
 
      
“They think before they act,” she said. “They won't attack until they're ready. They won't spring a trap until they're confident they can catch you alive.”
 
      
Trixie's words hung in the air. 
 
      
For a moment, no one spoke. It seemed no one dared to breathe. 
 
      
Dr. Phillips was the first to respond.
 
      
“You're not going to believe her, are you? For all we know, she's been in on this all along. We have no reason to listen to her. She shouldn't even be up here on the bridge.”
 
      
“Now, wait a minute,” Anderson began, but Dr. Phillips cut him off, yelling at him.
 
      
“No, you wait a minute! Our rules of engagement were set back on Earth. We have clearly defined protocols on how to handle these kinds of situations, principles that have been strictly adhered to in every generation, protocols that were designed to ensure the survival of the crew and the integrity of this starship. And you chose to ignore them! You broke quarantine. You might be the commander, but you have no right to disregard the precedents of those who came before you. Your authority does not give you the right to jeopardize future generations, or the location of Earth itself.”
 
      
“You think I don't know that?” Anderson snapped, the veins in his neck bulging as he yelled in anger. “You think I don't worry about the decisions I make every day? You think I take this lightly? You think I don't agonize over this every night? 
 
      
“I knew it was a risk bringing her on board, but it was the right thing to do. And you heard Berry, these things were there long before we rescued Trixie. 
 
      
“This was inevitable. After they wiped out the first wave of scouts, there was no doubt in my mind that they were hostile and that, eventually, they would find us. It was never a question of whether they would find us, but when, and how prepared we would be to cope with that. The intelligence Trixie has given us on their nature has been invaluable. I stand by my decision.”
 
      
“So why haven't they attacked?” Dr. Phillips demanded. “If they could overrun our scout craft so easily, why haven't they overrun us?”
 
      
“We have been postulating for First Contact at an extreme range for decades,” Anderson replied. He took a deep breath, calming himself down. “Perhaps they were doing the same—positioning and approaching with stealth. Perhaps they're just as risk-averse as we are, with too many unknowns making them cautious.”
 
      
“Well, they know about us now,” Berry said.
 
      
“Yes,” Anderson replied. “It seems our scout ships played right into their hands.”
 
      
“We've got to abort,” Dr. Phillips said. “Pull out of the cluster and make a run for the molecular clouds, try to lose them in the hydrogen storms.”
 
      
 
        “I suspect it is too late,” Anderson replied. “When Berry-12 changed the course of the 
        Swift
         all it did was tip his hand. If we so much as deviate by a degree, they'll know we're onto them and they'll spring their trap. For now, at least, it's to our advantage to leave them thinking they have the upper hand.”
      
 
      
“And what?” Dr. Phillips demanded. “Just sit around and wait for them to spring their trap? Wait for their chess pieces to get into position? We should run now, while we still have a chance.”
 
      
“Trixie, what do you think?” Anderson asked.
 
      
Trixie was horrified. She felt she had no place in the discussion, but she had been asked, and she was determined to give the best advice she could based on her encounter. Her comment was going to be blunt, but she was pretty sure that was what Anderson wanted to hear, something decisive and not more conjecture. 
 
      
Her mind cast back to the moment when she and Berry had been cornered in a narrow tunnel in the alien vessel. The thinkers were quite happy to let them run, herding them into a trap. She didn't know how that could translate into celestial warfare, but she was pretty sure the thinkers were doing the same thing again.
 
      
“Either way, they will attack,” she said. “If they attack on their terms—they win.”
 
      
“How far back are they?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“The lead ship is barely six light-hours behind us,” Berry replied. “Our current speed is 0.78 lumen, well under our top speed, but it's going to take some time to accelerate. We could jump to 1.7 gravities acceleration without the use of inertial dampeners, but it's going to be mighty uncomfortable and somewhat erratic, as the engines will surge under those kind of loads.”
 
      
“How long before we reach 0.98?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“We'd have to bring her up slowly,” Berry replied. “She gets flaky under hard acceleration, especially close to a lumen, so maybe a week, perhaps longer. But it only takes one or two coils to go off-line and we'd limp along for a month before we got above 0.9 lumen.”
 
      
“What about with the inertial dampeners?”
 
      
“They're not stable enough for sustained use,” Berry said. “We might get four, maybe five hops, but for no more than ten to twenty seconds, maybe a minute or two at a time, and we'd only add a few percent each hop. We'd stutter along. We need steady acceleration to make any real impact.”
 
      
“And their capabilities?” Anderson asked. “Care to take a guess?”
 
      
 
        “From what I've seen from the logs on the 
        Swift
        , they'd be on us within a day at most.”
      
 
      
Anderson ran his hand over his mouth. 
 
      
Trixie could feel the tension in the air. 
 
      
The crew was largely silent. Those that were talking spoke in hushed whispers. Dr. Phillips ran her fingers over her eyes, clearing out any grit or dust in the corners, clearly feeling the pressure of the moment. Diana bit at her fingernails, not chewing on them, just playing at them with her teeth.
 
      
“So why haven't they attacked?” Anderson asked, speaking rhetorically. “I think Dr. Phillips has a valid point. We need to ask ourselves, why haven't they attacked us before now? Why go to such lengths and not strike? What are they waiting for?”
 
      
“Maybe they're not waiting,” Berry replied. “Maybe they're worried.”
 
      
“About what?”
 
      
Berry said, “Maybe they're worried about the fourteen tons of antimatter held in an electromagnetic field deep in our belly. Maybe they're worried we won't let ourselves be taken alive.”
 
      
Anderson's lips turned down as he considered the point. “Well, we wouldn't.”
 
      
That got Dr. Phillips attention. She sat bolt upright. “Are you serious?”
 
      
“Absolutely,” Anderson said. “I will not surrender the location of Earth to a belligerent alien species. All other considerations are secondary.”
 
      
“But—” Diana said. She stopped herself, seeing the look in Anderson's eyes. 
 
      
“But we don't know their intentions,” Dr. Phillips protested. “We might be able to negotiate.”
 
      
“Negotiate?” Anderson retorted. “Negotiate with what? For what? They've shown their hand with all that Trixie saw. No, I think Berry's right. They want us alive. They're concerned any direct confrontation will turn sour, and they're right to think that. The question is, what alternatives are open to us? What alternatives are there from their perspective? And what options are there from ours?”
 
      
“Berry wouldn't run,” Trixie said, casting her mind back to her time in captivity. “When we had the chance, he chose not to run. He said they'd simply catch us, sooner or later. We had nothing, no weapons, just a few simple tools, but he was determined to fight.”
 
      
“So that's your advice?” Anderson asked.
 
      
Trixie nodded. “Yes. They are waiting for you to run. Fight. Even if you think you don't stand a chance. Fight. Even if you think it's hopeless. Fight. That's what we did.”
 
      
“You can't be serious,” Dr. Phillips said. “You're going to take advice from her?”
 
      
“What do we have that we can fight with?” Anderson asked, ignoring Dr. Phillips' protest. He turned around, gesturing to the crew. Trixie was aware that he already knew all the options, but she liked the way he asked. She thought Anderson was a good man, someone she could trust.
 
      
“We have particle beams,” Ensign James replied.
 
      
“But they'd only effect a hull breach at close range,” Berry replied. “You've got to remember the distances involved at the moment. We currently see the alien fleet at a range of six light-hours, but that information is six hours old. They've moved on since then. They're following in our wake, so we could blindly target our path, but there's no guarantee we'd hit anything. And if we did, it would be hours before we knew we'd struck them. Within minutes of being hit, they would simply move out of the way and we'd be firing wide of the mark for hours on end. A particle beam is just not practical at this range.
 
      
“Remember, these aren't spacecraft as we think of them, static forms with hard, metallic outer shells. They're organic, absorbing energy. For all we know, they could turn that incoming beam into an energy source.”
 
      
“And the yellow powder is deep below,” Trixie said, struggling to put her thinking into words as she sought to describe the vulnerability she had exploited to destroy her captors.
 
      
“That's right,” Berry said. “From what we've been able to determine, Trixie set off a series of explosions at a depth of a couple of miles beneath the surface of the alien craft. There were very few detonations close to the surface. 
 
      
“Even if we could deploy a nuke, somewhat like a mine floating in space, it's doubtful a surface detonation would make much of an impact. You've got to remember, this is a living structure. 
 
      
“Did you ever see any of those old movies of a nuclear blast? They decimate houses and buildings, but the trees simply sway back and forth. They may be stripped of their branches and leaves, but they're left standing. 
 
      
“From what we've seen of the flexible, root-like structures inside their hull, I suspect any nuclear blast is going to be ineffective. The energy would be easily dissipated. And, besides, in space there's no compression of atmosphere to form a shock wave. Nukes would be little more than a flash of light, some fancy fireworks, not much else.”
 
      
“But a particle beam,” Ensign James insisted.
 
      
“Even if we could hit them for a prolonged period, they'd simply rotate their craft, spreading the hit over a large surface area and give themselves time for repairs,” Berry replied. “Remember, we only ever see their light-mirage, the image of where they were, not where they are. Everything we see here is yesterday's news.”
 
      
“So, what do we do?” Anderson asked. “Is there nothing we can do?”
 
      
“Maybe,” Berry said, thinking aloud. “I think Trixie is right and it's too late to run. So the question is, how do we fight? We're David going up against Goliath, only we don't have a slingshot.”
 
      
He paused. Trixie could see the machinations of his mind ticking over as his eyes flickered and his face lit up.
 
      
“A slingshot,” Berry repeated, talking to himself. “Yes, that's what we need, a slingshot. You see, David was helpless, or so Goliath thought. But Goliath underestimated the accuracy of a slingshot.”
 
      
 
        With a few gestures, Berry brought down the holographic image of the 
        Rift
         along with its pursuers and the nearest three stars in the cluster. 
      
 
      
Trixie was impressed. This was the first time she'd seen a hint of the Berry she knew—determined, confident, self-assured. For all the pressure the others were under, Berry seemed to be thriving. The problem solving aspect of his personality was kicking in, just as she'd seen it in the alien vessel. When all looked lost and hopeless, he kept working with his mind, looking for other options. This was more like her Berry, and she smiled in admiration, losing herself in the close likeness.
 
      
Anderson must have caught on to Berry's thinking. He reached out and touched at the hologram. 
 
      
“Neutron star?” he said. “You want to play with a goddamn neutron star?”
 
      
Berry shrugged. His fingers rippled over the three dimensional images in front of him graphing the magnetic field, gravitational strength and temperature of the star.
 
      
With each touch, an array of additional information came up. There were a couple of rocky planets in distant orbits, but they looked more like moons, having been stripped of their atmosphere when the neutron star formed. 
 
      
Anderson flicked from one to another and then zoomed in on the neutron star, saying, “She's hot.”
 
      
“Actually, she's cold,” Berry replied. “A hundred thousand degrees might seem hot, but it's nothing for a neutron star that can reach hundreds of millions of degrees. Our shields could absorb that for a short period of time.”
 
      
“You want to go down there?” Anderson asked, raising his eyebrows.
 
      
“Maybe.” 
 
      
 
        Berry reached up to touch the image of the 
        Rift
        .
      
 
      
“We need to use our weakness as a strength,” Berry said, his hand almost covering his mouth as his fingers rubbed at the stubble on his chin. Trixie liked the way he talked himself through a problem, thinking aloud.
 
      
“I don't understand,” Dr. Phillips said. “What are we talking about here?”
 
      
“Okay,” Berry replied. “They're running massive starships, the size of a moon. They're bigger and faster than we are, but we can use that to our advantage.”
 
      
“And you're thinking about taking them into a gravity well?” Anderson asked, bringing up a visual representation of the gravity within the target star system.
 
      
“She's an orphan,” Berry said, seemingly lost in thought. “She's got significant lateral motion within the cluster. We could slingshot around her.”
 
      
Berry clenched his fingers. The computerized holograph understood his intention and calculated an approach path, showing how this particular heading would be affected by the presence of such a large mass. The holograph automatically enlarged the image of the star, allowing Berry to fine-tune the end point for his calculation.
 
      
“Outside of a black hole, this is the most compact matter in the universe,” Berry said. “And we can use that to conduct a course correction, but one far more radical than anything our maneuvering jets could accomplish on their own. 
 
      
“I'm guessing they'll see us diving into the system, driving headlong toward that star, and they'll  know what we're going to do. They'll realize we're using her to perform a slingshot and swing through 20 or 30 degrees, or something along those lines in an attempt to flee. With ships that large, they're not going to be able to turn on a dime. They'll figure we've done the math, that we understand the physics, and this will force them to follow.”
 
      
“I don't get it,” Anderson said. “How does that work to our advantage?”
 
      
“Ah,” Berry replied with a spark of excitement in his eye. He smiled as he added, “Because that's not what we're going to do. We're going to do something far more radical, something they wouldn't think of because its crazy.”
 
      
“I'm listening,” Anderson said, smiling.
 
      
“We need to slam the brakes on hard as we drop down into that gravity well and hug the atmosphere of the star. We're going to throw ourselves into a tight orbit, passing through 120, 180 perhaps even 260 degrees before we light the fires and fly out of there. And that's where we'll catch them. 
 
      
“As long as we're braking, we're constantly changing our range of possible orbits. It will be impossible for them to know how far we're going to take this or where we're going to exit. Unless they're willing to let us escape, they're going to have to commit to following us. But they're too big. The tidal forces involved in such a maneuver will tear them apart.”
 
      
“They'll tear us apart!” Anderson said.
 
      
“Maybe,” Berry conceded. “But I'm willing to bet on this old bucket of bolts. Even with the strength of the magnetic field down there, our inertia dampeners will keep us together, but them, they're just too big. A maybe for us is a certainty for them. They'll get torn apart if they follow us.”
 
      
“David and Goliath,” Anderson said. “I like your thinking.”
 
      
“The lower we drop, the more relativistic effects are going to kick in. Given what we've seen of their craft, I can't see them being able to hold on.”
 
      
 
        Berry finished his calculations and the holographic image showed the path of the 
        Rift
         bending through more than 180 degrees as the craft passed the star from behind before being pulled back sharply around the tiny, dense, fiery nuclear furnace. The orbit lay close to the star, curling around and exiting beneath the initial entry point. Berry flicked his hands, twisting the holograph around. From above, their maneuver looked almost like the capital letter P, with the approach coming in straight and long before whipping back, arcing around the star and crossing the original approach vector. 
      
 
      
 
        At some points, the path passed through the wispy outer layer of the star's glowing atmosphere. Curling tendrils reached up from the surface of the star before being violently bent backwards. The 
        Rift
         seemed as though it would pass right through one of those transient storms. 
      
 
      
 
        “Can we handle that?” Diana asked. “What if the 
        Rift
         is torn apart as well?”
      
 
      
“It's on the edge of our structural limits,” Berry said. “But if we use the inertial dampeners to hold us together, we just might make it.”
 
      
“Might?” Dr. Phillips said. “Maybe? Am I the only one that sees uncertainty as a problem with this plan?”
 
      
Anderson ignored her, saying, “And you're thinking such a radical course correction is going to be impossible for them to replicate?” 
 
      
“Yes,” Berry replied. “If they try, there's a good chance they'll end up tearing their huge warships apart in the process. But we need to brake sharply as we approach that star, dropping our speed so as to plunge further into the gravity well. That reverse-slingshot will throw us toward the outer regions of the cluster where we can use other gravitational slingshots to accelerate ourselves again.”
 
      
“You want to slow down?” Dr. Phillips said indignantly. “Are you crazy? They'll catch us.”
 
      
“Not crazy,” Trixie said. Although she didn't understand the orbital mechanics involved, she appreciated this Berry becoming more like her Berry. “Unpredictable.”
 
      
Anderson pointed at her. “Yes. They won't have thought of this.”
 
      
“This is madness,” Dr. Phillips said, addressing Berry. “You're insane! Andy, I can't believe you're considering this.”
 
      
“Berry's right,” Anderson replied. “The imbalance between us makes this David against Goliath. We don't stand a chance, so like David, we have to take our chances. We'll make our own luck.”
 
      
Berry pointed at the approach toward the star as he explained the plan further.
 
      
“Our speed relative to the thinkers will slow and they'll gain on us as we drop in toward the star. We'll take them right into the heart of that gravity well.”
 
      
“But they'll catch us,” countered Dr. Phillips. “If you slow down, they'll catch up. This makes no sense.”
 
      
“You've got to remember,” Berry said, “space is not flat. We think of space as though it were as smooth as a sheet of paper, as though it's an open grassy meadow stretching out in front of us, but it's not. With all these stars and planets surrounding us in the cluster, space looks more like the Himalayas from a gravitational perspective. 
 
      
“By performing this orbital maneuver, we're dropping from Everest into the Mariana Trench. And we're gaining speed. It's like we're shooting down the ramp of an Olympic ski jump. Once we round that star we'll lose a lot of that speed, but it's a little like a tennis ball bouncing off the windscreen of a car on the freeway, we'll gain speed from the star itself and use our engines to run away. I doubt they can match that, their starships are so big and cumbersome they'll be torn apart by the tidal forces involved.”
 
      
 
        “You 
        think
         they'll be torn apart,” Dr. Phillips said. “The reality is, you have no idea whether they'll be torn apart or not, you're guessing.”
      
 
      
“And so are you,” Anderson said, coming to Berry's defense. “The reality is, we don't have a lot of options. This at least gives us a chance. In open space, they'll easily run us down. At least this way, we're going out fighting.”
 
      
“If they compromise their approach, even slightly,” Berry said, “if they try to avoid those tidal forces, they'll sail right past us, and the star will sling them off in an entirely different direction, putting even more distance between us. 
 
      
“They either match our vector and velocity exactly, with an extremely small margin of error, or they will go flying past on an entirely different trajectory. Coming around that neutron star, we'll be moving away from them tangentially, and that will buy us some time.”
 
      
“So it's like a cosmic game of dare,” Diana said from the back of the bridge. “We're baiting them, tempting them to follow.”
 
      
 
        “Something like that,” Berry said. “It's going to be complex. At these speeds, everything will be automated. We're going to need to shut down the engines just as we reach perigee, and then throw everything we have into lateral thrust, swinging the 
        Rift
         around so she's ready to fire her engines when we hit our exit point coming around the far side of the star. It will confuse the hell out of them. We'll appear to come in from the left side of the star, so they'll assume we're going to swing around to the right, they won't expect us to establish an orbit and whip around through almost an entire circle, exiting toward the outer cluster.”
      
 
      
Dr. Phillips shook her head. 
 
      
 
        “There's a reason we don't go plunging into star systems at these kind of speeds,” she said. “What if you hit a moon? What if there's a debris field? Asteroids? The solar winds alone could fry our shields as we get close. What if our trajectory is compromised or perturbed and we fly straight into the side of this thing? What about the strength of its electromagnetic field? We could fry half the equipment on the 
        Rift
        . And what about afterwards? Assuming we survive skimming that star, we have to pass out through the inner system again? That's where the bulk of debris will have accumulated.”
      
 
      
“She blew off her outer layers a long time ago,” Berry said, pointing at the neutron star. “She's a vacuum cleaner. She's already spent billions of years sucking the region dry. I've detected five planets and a dozen moons, but we're coming in from outside the star's equatorial plane, so we'll miss anything in orbit.”
 
      
 
        “I can't believe you're considering this,” Dr. Phillips said. “This is suicide. If we strike something like an errant asteroid or a comet fragment, or if we pass through an unseen planetary ring, the 
        Rift
         will be torn to shreds. This is too risky. It's suicide.”
      
 
      
 
        “The problem is, you're right,” Anderson said somberly. “But either way, our only option is suicide. I will not allow the 
        Rift
         to fall into enemy hands. If it comes to that, I will detonate the core. At least, this way, we stand a fighting chance.”
      
 
      
“Fighting?” Dr. Phillips snapped. “I don't see you fighting.”
 
      
“Brains are better than brawn,” Anderson replied. “We'll come in shallow, misleading them as to our intended path and make them think our approach isn't that radical. Then, when we get close, we'll launch a couple of scout craft with nuclear warheads just shy of the star and detonate them in a string of explosions.”
 
      
“I thought you said nukes wouldn't hurt these guys?” Diana asked.
 
      
“They won't,” Anderson replied. “But we're not trying to hurt them. This is a precision maneuver. Correct me if I'm wrong, Berry, but at these speeds, the slightest deviation will either see them slam into the side of the star or sail off into space on the wrong trajectory.”
 
      
“That's right,” Berry replied.
 
      
“So we time the blasts,” added Anderson. “And use the flashes to hide our last minute heavy braking. They may not be blinded by the explosions, but the blasts will cause havoc with anything they have monitoring the electromagnetic spectrum. It will make life hell for their navigators and, hopefully, it will mask our true course. 
 
      
“We need to keep them guessing right up until the last minute, scare the crap out of them, make them question whether they really want to go even deeper into this gravity well. At some point, they're going to realize it's suicide to follow and pull out, at least, that's what we're counting on. In their minds, we need to be erratic, unpredictable, volatile, snarling like a cornered tiger.”
 
      
“I like it,” Berry said, a smile lighting up his face.
 
      
“And then what?” Diana asked. 
 
      
“That reverse slingshot is going to bleed off a considerable amount of our forward momentum,” Anderson replied. “But relative to them, we'll be racing away. From there, we get the hell out of this cluster.”
 
      
“Phillips is right,” Diana said. “This is suicide. If we survive one attempt, we simply set ourselves up for another. We might be buying ourselves time, but we're not escaping.”
 
      
 
        “You saw how easily those things overran something as lightweight and nimble as the 
        Swift
        ,” Berry said.  “We may not even make it to that star before they're on us. As soon as we start braking, they'll know we've seen them. They'll make a run at us. This really is our only option. At the very least, we're going to give them a splitting headache and upset their plans.”
      
 
      
 
        “And a core detonation?” Dr. Phillips asked, addressing Anderson. “You're serious about destroying the 
        Rift
        ?”
      
 
      
“We don't have a lot of options,” Anderson replied. “If it comes to it, yes.”
 
      
 
        So much for finding home, Trixie thought. There was no safe haven from this storm. Contrary to her hopes, the 
        Rift
         was no safer than the 
        Swift
        , and that realization scared her. 
      
 
      
Having been caught once before, she was worried, remembering how the alien creatures had suffocated her, how they had tormented her, and not just her body, but the inner depths of her mind. Back then, it had seemed there was no escape, and yet she had escaped, or at least she thought she had. Now, Trixie found herself struggling not to slip into despair. Berry, she thought, Berry had been the key to her first escape. Berry had helped her. Berry was smart. Berry had given her hope. Once again, she found herself putting her trust in Berry. 
 
      
“Run the numbers,” Anderson said. “I don't want to miss this window of opportunity. Oh, and start taking pot shots with the particle beam. Let's not make this too easy for them.”
 
      
Berry ran over to Ensign James and spoke intently with him.
 
      
“Thinking,” Trixie said to Diana, trying to reassure her. “This is good. They won't think of this. They're too strong, too fast. We have to outthink them. Berry will outthink them.”
 
      
“I hope so,” Diana said. “A lot rides on the assumption they're not going to be able to handle the tidal forces stressing their spacecraft. If they can turn around on a dime, we're screwed.”
 
    



 
      
4:04 War
 
      
 
 
      
The hours that passed seemed like days. 
 
      
Anderson arranged for a burst of encoded information about their predicament to be transmitted, but not to Earth. A signal was sent using a directional array with a deliberate disregard for focus. The communications team targeted a star a similar size to the sun, located between the spiral arms, ensuring the signal strength would be barely visible from Earth. By putting Earth on the outer reaches of the radio cone, they hoped to alert Earth without giving away its exact location. 
 
      
 
        Berry pointed out that it was pointless, as any craft tracing that beam to its target would, before long, enter a quiet region of space and easily detect the radio waves and chatter that had been pouring out from Earth for centuries. He joked about it, saying reruns of 
        The Three Stooges
         might well be the death of mankind. Buying time, Anderson said. It was all about buying time, delaying the inevitable conflict in the hope that mankind would have an opportunity to prepare for the onslaught.
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift Valley
         conducted a controlled engine maneuver, sending the craft on a parabolic arc toward the neutron star. Shortly afterwards, the craft re-aligned, with its massive engines facing in the direction of travel, and the crew conducted a sustained braking maneuver to effect the slingshot. 
      
 
      
 
        Berry had been wrong with his off-the-cuff calculations, the craft needed to slow far more than anyone had originally thought, and the 
        Rift
         shuddered under the strain of the engines operating beyond their design specifications. The constant vibration set everyone on edge, highlighting their precarious situation.
      
 
      
 
        Berry timed how long it took for their alien pursuers to respond, saying that that was the most accurate indicator of their actual distance from the 
        Rift
        . He explained to Trixie that light moved like a bouncing ball, it took time for light to rebound. The round trip took almost eight hours, which Berry said meant the aliens had closed the gap and were only four hours behind them, or at least, they had been four hours behind, they were probably closer by now. 
      
 
      
Trixie struggled to understand the concept. Eight hours of torment, eight hours of watching, waiting. Trixie didn't know how the crew could stand it. They were so composed, so relaxed. After eight hours she was ready to start climbing the walls.
 
      
 
        Several of the alien craft dropped out of the wake left by the 
        Rift
         as it traveled through the interstellar medium, taking a more direct route to intercept the 
        Rift
         while the others mimicked the 
        Rift
        , following precisely in its path. The bursts from the particle beam were not visible to the naked eye, but after a few hours long-range sensors confirmed what Berry had suspected, they had minimal effect on their pursuers, with the alien craft simply moving out of harm's way.
      
 
      
Berry arranged for a trial burst of the inertia dampeners during another course correction. 
 
      
 
        Diana told Trixie the dampeners were developed on their sister ship, the 
        Serengeti
        , but they had never been properly implemented on the 
        Rift
        . The 
        Rift Valley
         was the oldest of the three interstellar spacecraft, the first to launch. The legacy systems on the 
        Rift
         were in the process of being upgraded and replaced, but until the refit was complete, the craft was neither old nor new. It was a patchwork quilt cobbled together out of necessity, and that made them more vulnerable than anyone wanted to admit. 
      
 
      
 
        Berry elaborated further, saying both the 
        Serengeti
         and the 
        Savannah
         were better equipped to deal with rapid acceleration and deceleration. The 
        Rift
         had been plagued with design flaws that the others had avoided. The 
        Rift
         had been the hard lesson for the Africa class cruisers. Considerable effort had gone into switching out systems while in flight, but they had never been stressed like this before. It wasn't any one system that brought down the others, it was how they all interrelated that was the problem. They were a symphony that failed to harmonize.
      
 
      
Berry explained that if the inertia suppressors failed to be 100% effective in any one small portion of the craft, the lateral stresses generated by the maneuvering jets during the slingshot would crush any organic material and probably rip that particular cabin to shreds. It took Trixie a few seconds to recognize his euphemism—organics meant people. 
 
      
Sensors indicated that the space around the neutron star was clear, raising hopes among the crew. Berry and Anderson aligned their exit point from the slingshot so it would coincide with a second less radical slingshot five days later around another star. That, they said, would give them a boost out of the system. 
 
      
The engines continued to fire, shaking the superstructure of the craft for hours on end. Berry explained that the artificial gravity was absorbing most of the energy, but the pulsating rhythm oscillated, and it was the tips of those waves that they were feeling. 
 
      
Somehow, amidst the shaking, Trixie fell asleep. She wasn't sure how long she had slept, curled up on one of the seats at the back of the bridge, but someone had put a blanket over her. When she awoke, it felt like just minutes had passed. The crew didn't seem fazed by the vast stretches of time, waiting patiently as they approached the neutron star.
 
      
Trixie hated the inertia dampeners. Even though she'd been warned not to panic during the test, the sensation of being frozen in place, unable to move, unable to breathe, unable even to blink, was distressing. 
 
      
As the dampening first came into effect, Trixie felt the air around her thicken. It became hard to breathe. The pressure built and built, slowly constricting her, cutting off her air supply. They said the actual freeze had only lasted a second or two, but Trixie thought she was going to die. Her body convulsed when the test came to an end, and Trixie fell to her knees, gasping for air. 
 
      
Forty seconds, they said, the real thing would only last forty seconds, and an injection of oxygenating nano-flanges prior to the slingshot would feed her brain for up to an hour if need be. Trixie didn't believe them. 
 
      
For all the talk of dying, the inertia test brought the reality of death home to her, the pain of losing consciousness, the helplessness and loss of control, the terror of dying, it shook her, distressed her. Berry seemed to realize that and offered some kind, encouraging words, but Trixie was not so naive as to think his words had any value beyond shallow comfort. 
 
      
Whether it was during the slingshot or shortly thereafter, Trixie was captivated by the fear that she would die. It was a new concept for her. Even in the depths of the alien spacecraft, while fighting to escape with her life, the reality of what death meant had not struck her. Now, it terrified her. It was no longer an abstract concept, something that could be buried and ignored, but a present reality.
 
      
She talked with Diana about her fear. Diana explained that fear was natural, that death was the cruelest of enemies, far more insidious than any thinker, or master, or whatever other monsters might happen to be out there. Physical threats were a proxy, they merely hastened the inevitable. Nobody liked it, nobody wanted it, but every living creature had to accept that one day it would die. Accept it, Trixie thought, no, she couldn't. Death was something that happened to others, not to her. And her mind, still racked by the transformation it had undergone on that dark alien craft, rebelled at the thought of the end.
 
      
With just over two hours to go, Anderson launched four scout craft, their auto-pilots keeping them on the approach path. With their nuclear payload, they were crucial to the plan. 
 
      
 
        There was considerable debate among the senior officers and analysts as to what the aliens would make of these craft. At first, they thought the aliens would assume they were some kind of lifeboat or escape craft, but as soon as they saw the scouts remaining on the same flight-line as the 
        Rift
        , as soon as they scanned them for radioactive material, they'd realize they'd been weaponized. 
      
 
      
 
        Surely, one of the analysts had argued, they had to be expecting some kind of offensive countermeasure. They would probably think of them as mines, designed to detonate on impact, and would consider them a feeble attempt at offense. The thinkers might not be turning their weapons on the 
        Rift
        , wanting to take her intact, but they would probably destroy the scouts before the slingshot occurred. It was a risk, countered Anderson. He held off deploying the scouts for as long as possible to retain the element of surprise, and as the minutes passed, it seemed their ruse had worked.
      
 
      
 
        Still the 
        Rift
         trembled. The interstellar craft shook, shuddering under the strain of the engines firing to slow their approach to the dense neutron star. 
      
 
      
Looking around at the crew so gaunt and pale, Trixie realized they were all feeling the pressure, they all felt the impending doom, felt the futility of their actions. In the eighteen hours it had taken to plunge into the heart of this star system, fatigue had taken its toll. Even Anderson looked wrecked, a mere shadow of the man that had hours before sat across from her, reviewing her memories. That seemed like a lifetime ago.
 
      
Berry showed her images of the star in different wavelengths, saying it would help take her mind off things, but she knew he was trying to take his mind off all this as well. 
 
      
Their approach was automated, Berry said. Even with the alien ships rapidly closing the gap, less than a light hour behind them, there was nothing left for him to do. The die had been cast, their new course had been plotted, the computer was primed to make all the necessary adjustments to the orientation of the craft in a sequence of events calculated and timed to the nanosecond.
 
      
The alien sun seemed hellish to Trixie. She couldn't see it as their savior, but rather as the destroyer. They seemed to be fleeing one enemy by rushing to another.
 
      
Anderson switched the holographic display above the bridge to a view of the alien craft closing on them. 
 
      
The closest vessel was coming apart, having been pummeled by the particle beam for the best part of an hour. Fires raged beneath its tangled surface. Plumes of superheated gas flared out from one side but still the craft held its course. 
 
      
 
        The crew of the 
        Rift
         began clapping and cheering as large sections of the vessel broke up. Anderson walked over toward where Berry, Diana and Trixie were sitting. Although the particle beam wasn't visible to the eye, a glowing red line cut swaths through the alien craft. More cheers erupted as sections of the alien ship began to disintegrate. Trixie looked up at Anderson walking toward them. He wasn't smiling.
      
 
      
“Are you seeing what I'm seeing?” Anderson asked Berry.
 
      
“Yeah,” Berry replied, trying to be discrete as he gestured with his hands. “They're closing ranks, lining themselves up to follow us around the star. They've been coming in fast, but they're braking hard, probably harder than we are.”
 
      
“They don't seem bothered by the prospect of tidal forces on this heading,” Anderson said. “But I don't think they realize how committed we are to this and how far we're willing to go. Here's hoping our final burn pushes them over their structural limits.”
 
      
“I don't get it,” Diana said. “How is it a bad thing if we're destroying one of their spacecraft? I thought this was good. I thought this was what we wanted, to destroy their starships.”
 
      
“It is,” Anderson replied. “But they've sacrificed this ship. You've got to remember, all we ever see of them is a light-mirage, an image of where they used to be, not where they are right now. We could no more hit them than a blind man could shoot a clay pigeon. If we're hitting them, it's because they're letting us.”
 
      
“You mean this was deliberate?” Diana asked. 
 
      
“Yes,” Berry said. 
 
      
“But why?”
 
      
“It's a bit like a chess master sacrificing his queen to win the game. That lead ship didn't need to be destroyed. It's still so far away they could easily side-step the beam. 
 
      
“Even if we could lock onto them, which we can't, they could have saved the ship by simply giving it a slight rotation. Those things are as big as a small moon, almost fifty miles wide, that's a lot of surface area. But they gave up the lead craft, knowing we'd destroy it and would no longer be able to target the fleet at large as they get closer and align themselves on our flight path.”
 
      
“Better to lose one ship,” added Anderson, “than to weaken them all.”
 
      
“Exactly,” Berry replied. “As exciting as all this seems, it's old news, and it tells us more about their determination than it does about our defense. They must know the tidal forces are going to stress the superstructure of their huge craft, so they're sacrificing the lead ship to keep the integrity of their other warships intact. We're counting on them following, counting on them not realizing quite how tight we're going to pull this orbit.”
 
      
The particle beam continued to carve up the remains of the lead craft. The fragments absorbed the incoming energy, sparing the alien fleet pressing hard behind the glowing wreckage.
 
      
“They're going to reach us before we round the star,” Anderson said. 
 
      
“I know,” Berry said. “It's not too hard to calculate given their approach speed. I was wondering when you were going to tell the crew.”
 
      
“I'm not,” Anderson said. “There's nothing we can do about it. We're four hundred. Four hundred against what? Thousands? Millions?”
 
      
“What are you thinking?” Diana asked, alarmed by what she was hearing. “You've got to tell them.”
 
      
“And what?” Anderson asked. “Petrify them? Fill their final moments with terror? No, it's best they think we're winning.”
 
      
 
        “I can't believe you,” Diana said. “This is not the commander of the 
        Rift Valley
         talking, surely. This is not the man I've known for four decades.”
      
 
      
Anderson put his hand gently on her shoulder, a faint smile on his lips. “Oh, Diana. I would expect nothing less from you, my dear. The reality is, they will attempt to board us, probably just a few minutes before we round the star. Our only hope is that those tidal forces tear them apart. We've got fire crews standing by to repel boarders. We've got small arms distributed among the crew. There's nothing more to be done but wait. And so the question is, how should we wait? Should we wait cowering in fear?”
 
      
He turned to one side, pointing at the crew celebrating, yelling with excitement as the core of the lead craft was torn in two. The holograph showed numerous subterranean explosions rippling beneath the jagged halves of the alien spaceship. Large sections of entwined roots and branches drifted away from what little remained of the craft, flames lapped up the oxygen leaking into space. Dead thinkers floated in the void, their lifeless bodies inert in the cold vacuum. 
 
      
“Let them feel the excitement,” Anderson said. “For soon, they will feel nothing at all.”
 
      
Diana went quiet. Anderson walked off, feigning a smile as one of the crew came up to him with a grin stretching across her face.
 
      
“He's right,” Berry said. “Rounding that star is our last roll of the dice. If that fails, he has no choice. He has to detonate the core.”
 
      
Trixie looked at Diana, realizing Diana couldn't bring herself to say what she was thinking. Diana stuttered, faltered and then remained silent. Trixie understood. She felt cold knowing what would happen.
 
      
“It will be mercifully quick,” Berry said, as though that was somehow reassuring.
 
      
“How long have we got?” Diana finally asked.
 
      
“A little over an hour and a half,” Berry replied.
 
      
“Is that long?” Trixie asked.
 
      
“No,” Berry said.
 
      
For Trixie, time had a quizzical value. Time was an abstract concept. 
 
      
 
        For her, there was just now. The future, be it five minutes, five hours or five years ahead was some far flung reality. Her months of isolation on the 
        Swift
         waiting for a rescue that never seemed to come had caused her to see time as a vague notion. She hadn't figured out how to control the internal lighting on the 
        Swift
        , so days and nights were meaningless. She slept when she felt tired, which varied quite markedly over the span of several weeks, with some days consisting of a series of cat naps. At other points, she stayed awake for what would have been absurd lengths of time, to the point where she stepped beyond being tired.  
      
 
      
 
        Here, on the 
        Rift
        , Trixie felt her biological clock confusing her, even with her short nap. 
      
 
      
 
        A night cycle had begun several hours ago, but the crew remained alert at their stations. The corridor lights were dim, as was the circular wall lighting running around the rim of the bridge. No one seemed to notice, there was too much adrenaline, and the fall of an artificial night seemed to awaken something inside her—a desire to prowl. It was a sensation she hadn't experienced on the 
        Swift
        , but her fatigue and natural tiredness had been replaced with a desire to explore. 
      
 
      
Perhaps it was the impending doom weighing her down, demanding some kind of action, even if it was superfluous. Perhaps it was more instinctive, she wasn't sure. It was similar to the manic feeling she'd had on seeing Berry being tortured, where movement meant life. Movement was defiance in the face of death.
 
      
“Walk with me,” Trixie said, grabbing Berry's hand. It was impulsive. It was her way of dealing with the depressing notion of dying, shaking it off, like she'd shaken her hair after her shower.
 
      
“I can't. I need to be here, on the bridge.”
 
      
“Why?” Trixie asked. “I thought everything was automated.”
 
      
“It is,” Berry said, stuttering slightly as he added, “But...”
 
      
Trixie felt assertive. This wasn't her Berry, but it was Berry. She wanted to walk with Berry. She got up, pulling playfully on his hand.
 
      
“Show me trees.”
 
      
“Trees?” Berry replied. “You mean the atrium?”
 
      
“Yes,” Trixie said, smiling, assuming that was what she meant.
 
      
“Go on,” Diana said. “There's no point sitting here, whittling away your last hour.”
 
      
“What if Anderson needs me?” Berry replied.
 
      
“We'll call you,” Diana said. “You're only two decks below.”
 
      
“We will make it,” Berry said, looking Diana in the eyes. “We'll make the slingshot and we'll throw them off. It's going to be okay.”
 
      
“Well,” Diana replied. “Then I guess there's nothing to worry about.”
 
      
It was a lie. Even Trixie knew that. Trixie may have been simple compared to them. Her emotions may have been more blunt, without the complexity she saw when Anderson and Diana conversed, but she could read the heaviness in Diana's demeanor. 
 
      
Berry's words had a hollow ring to them. These were probably their last moments, their last experiences. Whatever an hour was, Trixie was determined to live it the way she'd lived every conscious moment since she awoke on the alien craft. She chose to live it without regard to anyone or anything. Life, it seemed to her, even in its failing moments, held meaning only if you gave it meaning. To wallow in self-pity didn't suit her. As precious as life was, it shouldn't be wasted. 
 
      
Diana seemed pleased to see Trixie refusing to accept her fate. 
 
      
 
        Diana had tried to explain the nature of life and death to Trixie, but it had only struck fear into her heart. For Trixie, diversion and distraction were more effective than facing the stark reality of the 
        Rift
         being destroyed in a blinding flash of light as the antimatter containment was shut down and the polar opposites of nature annihilated each other, transmuting matter into pure energy. 
      
 
      
Trixie wasn't sure why she wanted to see the atrium, deep inside her mind, some lost emotion stirred as a memory of delight. If she was going to die, she wanted to see those trees one last time, to feel that emotion again.
 
      
“Come on,” she said. “Show me the trees.”
 
      
“Why the trees?” Berry asked, as he walked off with her.
 
      
 
        “I remember trees. I remember enjoying being among the greenery. Among the trees, I feel free. The light falling through them, the dew on the leaves, the rustle in the wind, these are the most vivid memories I have from when I once walked on the 
        Rift
        .”
      
 
      
They took a set of stairs connecting the floors of the craft. 
 
      
As Berry opened the doors to the deck, Trixie gasped. 
 
      
“This is what they're after,” she said. “They saw this, in our memories. This is what they want.”
 
      
“Really?”
 
      
“Yes,” she replied, stepping out on a pebble path, hearing the crunch of rocks beneath her feet. Trixie reached down and picked up a handful of soft, moist dirt from around the base of a radiant fern. She watched as the crumbling earth slipped between her fingers. As she brushed her fingers clean, she relished the gritty feel of the dirt.
 
      
“It's funny,” Berry said. “Most of the crew assume this deck is purely recreational, that we don't need any of this. We have machines that can make anything you see here around you, but you can't tell a machine to make an ecosystem.”
 
      
Trixie stood, running her hand over the fern leaves, feeling the tiny leaves beneath her fingertips. The stem of the fern was slightly hairy, which surprised her. Berry picked up a few branches that had fallen across the path, tossing them back into the bushes. The vibration from the engines must have shaken them loose, leaving the atrium looking like a storm had passed. Leaves and branches lay scattered everywhere. 
 
      
“But the reality is,” he continued, “we have an atrium is for the soil, or what lives in the soil—bacteria.”
 
      
Trixie held out her hand, watching as a ladybug crawled onto one of her nails. She was fascinated by its tiny spotted shell. Its legs were so small. Its head and antenna seemed so fragile, so petite. She thought it was a wonder it ever survived. 
 
      
The ladybug was nothing like the workers, she noted. There was no determination to the ladybug. It was quite settled and content, sitting there on her finger. Unlike the workers, those dark creatures constantly on the move, the ladybug was at ease.
 
      
“Dirt,” Berry was saying, “is quite remarkable. That handful you held contained thousands of arthropods, tiny creatures far too small to see with your eyes, along with millions of microscopic protozoa, and probably billions of bacteria. We really have very little appreciation of life, we think it’s all about us, when all around us, in the moss, in the ferns, the dirt and the leaves, life abounds in an astounding manner. Look at you and me. We're walking bacterial factories.”
 
      
 
        He laughed. “Not very flattering, I know. But life has far more layers and interdependencies than we can see with the naked eye. We think of ourselves as individuals, when we're more of a hodgepodge of living organisms—a bit like the 
        Rift
         itself.”
      
 
      
“Treasure house,” Trixie said, almost in a trance as she walked forward, her fingers touching the leaves and plants on either side of the path. There was dew on the leaves, wetting her fingers. 
 
      
“Treasure house?” Berry replied. “Why yes, I guess it is.”
 
      
“That's what they called it,” Trixie said, looking at an orchid flowering beside the path. 
 
      
She reached out to touch the plant, not sure if it would respond in some way, or if it was so fragile it would break and shatter like glass. To her surprise, the leaves sprang to life, flittering up into the air in front of her. She stepped back, suddenly realizing a butterfly had been sitting on the pink and white petals. With playful joy, she reached out, trying to grab the butterfly but its erratic path through the air made it impossible to catch. She pounced, springing up and waving with her hands, trying to grab the butterfly like a cat. Berry laughed. 
 
      
“I wish there was more time,” Berry said. “I'd really like to get to know you better.”
 
      
Trixie smiled, blushing. She reached out, putting her finger in the center of his chest and pushing him backwards quite forcefully.
 
      
“What is that about?” Berry asked, smiling as he swayed backwards.
 
      
Trixie laughed, saying, “I would like that.”
 
      
For a moment, they both forgot about the terror bearing down on them. 
 
      
Birds fluttered through the trees, catching Trixie's eye. She stepped off the path, bending down and quietly crept through the undergrowth. 
 
      
Carefully, she lifted the fronds and branches to get a better look at a particularly colorful bird feeding on the nectar in the long stemmed flowers of a nearby shrub. She was aware of Berry watching her from the path. 
 
      
As she stalked closer, she noticed something moving in the shadows, approaching the bird from another angle. 
 
      
Trixie crouched down, hearing the familiar sound of a bell tinkling softly as Berry's cat crept through the shadows. Trixie watched with fascination as the cat crept forward, slowing, placing its paws in the soft undergrowth, its eyes steadfastly watching the bird.
 
      
“You don't stand a chance,” Berry said. “She'll beat you to it.”
 
      
“Are you talking to me or the cat?” Trixie asked, laughing as the bird took to the air, fluttering up into the tree canopy above. Trixie reached down and scratched the cat on the head, saying, “Better luck next time.” But the ring of the bell told her these encounters were deliberately stacked against the cat.
 
      
Trixie couldn't refer to the cat by its name. It was the cat, or that cat. Her mind refused to acknowledge the animal as anything more than that. As she stepped back out onto the path, she saw Berry grinning from ear to ear.
 
      
“What?” she asked playfully.
 
      
“Nothing. I'm not saying anything,” Berry replied. It was nice to see him smiling, nice to see him forgetting, if only for a moment.
 
      
They talked idly, losing themselves in the moment, losing track of time. 
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift Valley
         shook. This wasn't the shuddering of the engines sending a rhythmic pulse through the vessel, this was a sharp vibration, shaking the bones.
      
 
      
“We've got to go,” Berry said. 
 
      
Trixie didn't say anything. Her dream had been shattered, just as she knew it would. She would have preferred more time, but, deep down, she always knew it was going to be short. As long as it had lasted, it had allowed her to see what this was all about, the diversity of Earth-life. 
 
      
 
        Back on the 
        Swift
         almost a year beforehand, in the dark belly of an alien war craft, her Berry had said life was the greatest treasure of all, the rarest element in the universe. She remembered that, and here, on the atrium deck, she knew it was true. Now, though, such realizations were too late. The thinkers had reached them before they'd rounded the neutron star. Now, it was a matter of survival. 
      
 
      
If Berry's plan didn't work, if the thinkers were able to round the star with them, Anderson would end it all. 
 
      
Running back upstairs to the command deck with Berry, her heart pounded in her throat. Adrenaline surged through her veins. 
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift
         shook again, and again, rocking as it was pounded by the thinkers.
      
 
      
 
        “What's happened?” Berry asked, gasping for breath as he ran up to Diana at the back of the bridge. The 
        Rift
         shuddered again, being pummeled from outer space. 
      
 
      
“It's the debris cloud striking the hull,” Diana said. 
 
      
 
        Anderson was standing on the raised platform as the craft rocked, calling out commands to the crew. Confusion reigned. The 
        Rift
         continued to reverberate with the thunder of hundreds of collisions pounding the craft. 
      
 
      
Trixie looked up at the dome. The holographic projection was gone. The craft was facing back at the alien marauders, its engines aligned in its direction of motion so they could act as a brake, slowing the descent toward the neutron star. Flashes of light burst in the darkness above the deck. The wreckage of the lead alien craft rained down upon them. 
 
      
“Our shielding is designed for micro-meteorites,” Berry said, sitting at the command console beside Diana and Trixie. “It's geared toward repelling and deflecting interstellar dust particles. We're not going to be able to hold out against this for long.”
 
      
Trixie watched in horror as a large section of the alien craft slammed into the dome, its twisted roots still glowing from where the particle beam had seared its surface. 
 
      
Large cracks ran appeared in the dome. 
 
      
“I'm switching control to the flight deck,” Anderson called out. “I want everyone to relocate there. As the secondary crews bring flight online, I want you to move down there as well.”
 
      
“I'm not going anywhere without you,” snapped Berry in response, shouting over the sound of debris striking the hull.
 
      
 
        The crew was already on the move. Sections of the shattered alien craft continued to pound the 
        Rift
        . 
      
 
      
In minutes, the only people left on the bridge were Anderson, Diana, Berry and Trixie.
 
      
 
        The superstructure of the 
        Rift
         shook, knocking them to one side. Control panels around the command deck flickered and faded. The lighting failed, plunging them into darkness. 
      
 
      
“We've got to go,” Diana warned. 
 
      
“I can't,” Anderson said.
 
      
“I'm not leaving either,” Berry said, his fingers flickering over the fading controls, desperately trying to bring them back to life.
 
      
 
        Explosions rocked the 
        Rift
        , causing the floor to fall away from them for a second. Trixie held onto the side of a console for dear life. She wanted to run, but her trust in Anderson, Diana and Berry overrode her desire to flee from danger. 
      
 
      
Diana yelled over the burst of several more explosions, “Now is not the time for some bullshit, macho, I'll-go-down-with-the-ship routine!”
 
      
Trixie looked at Berry, hoping the look of terror on her face told him she agreed with Diana. Now was a good time to run. 
 
      
Berry pulled open a panel on the side of one of the consoles, exposing the glowing fiber-optic core. He was working madly away, rerouting power, trying to revive the console. There was no way he was leaving his commander.
 
      
“Andy,” Diana yelled. 
 
      
 
        “Go,” Anderson ordered. “I have to stay. We've only got minutes till we round the neutron star. I have to stay at the helm. If we abandon the bridge, we lose control of the containment grid. If we lose the grid, we lose the ability to detonate the 
        Valley
        .”
      
 
      
“Andy, please,” Diana pleaded.
 
      
“I will not surrender the location of Earth,” Anderson snapped. “If we fail, we will take them with us, right into the jaws of hell.”
 
      
“Look!” yelled Trixie, pointing up.
 
      
 
        Above them, the haze of the debris field cleared. Immediately behind the 
        Rift Valley
         lay a massive alien warship, dark and menacing. 
      
 
      
Tentacles reached out through space. 
 
      
 
        Vast tendrils grew up out of the alien craft, curling and spiraling as they sought to grab the 
        Rift
        .
      
 
      
 
        “It's alive,” Trixie said, staring up at the black shape looming over them. She thought the 
        Swift
         was small, but the alien vessel looked monstrous compared to the 
        Rift Valley
         itself. The alien craft was chaotic in appearance, with its thicket of roots and branches entwined around it, giving it a matted, tangled surface. 
      
 
      
There was no up, no down, no front, no rear, just the gnarled, distorted weave of massive roots enfolding each other. 
 
      
 
        The alien craft dwarfed the 
        Rift Valley
        , making Trixie feel minuscule as she stood there on the deck. She could see the scout craft launched just a few hours before, already half embedded in the outer hull of the alien craft, vines and branches pulling them in.
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift
         shook again, but this time the sensation was different. If anything, the 
        Rift
         felt more stable. The constant shudder of the engines straining to slow their approach to the neutron star seemed to be neutralized by the alien craft. 
      
 
      
 
        Tentacles grabbed at the 
        Rift
        , clutching it tight. A tendril rested on the dome, oozing slime over the outside of the craft, obscuring their view.
      
 
      
 
        “Time?” Anderson yelled. He wasn't watching the alien attack. He was too busy, his hands flashing over the controls, straining to control the 
        Rift Valley
         as the craft groaned in response to his commands. Trixie could feel the 
        Rift
         surging to one side and then another, trying to break free as Anderson wrestled with the controls.
      
 
      
“Sixty seconds,” Berry answered, equally intent on the controls in front of him.
 
      
Flashes of light burst around them in quick succession, breaking like lightning in a storm, lighting up the bridge briefly in a staccato of energetic violence.
 
      
“We have detonation,” Anderson said. “But it's too late. Here we go.”
 
      
 
        Trixie grabbed the side of a desk as the 
        Rift
         flexed and groaned. The massive engines struggled under the sudden surge as the craft dropped deeper in toward the neutron star. 
      
 
      
“Yeeeeee-haw,” yelled Berry, screaming with delight. It was madness, in the noise, chaos and confusion, Berry stood defiant, his hands grasping at the manual controls, firing off last minute instructions to the navigation computer.
 
      
Pulses fired from the particle beam, searing the surface of the alien craft.
 
      
 
        Diana and Trixie were terrified, their eyes looking up at the view of the roots and branches wrapping themselves around the outside of the vast dome above the command deck. The alien spacecraft was a living entity, its shoots hugging every contour on the 
        Rift
        . 
      
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift Valley
         shook violently as it tried to tear itself away from the alien starship, but the thinkers kept coming, kept following them deeper into the well.
      
 
      
“I've got multiple breaches,” Berry warned. “They've broken through onto C-Deck and are swarming through staff quarters. Xavier has a team of twelve. He's fighting to prevent the aliens reaching mid-decks.”
 
      
Fragments from the dome began raining down around them. Trixie knew what was coming next. Her eyes never left the ceiling as she tugged on Berry's sleeve.
 
      
“Not now,” Berry said.
 
      
“Now,” Trixie said, pointing up. “We run now.”
 
      
“I've got realignment,” Berry announced. “She's swinging around in preparation for the exit burn.”
 
      
“BERRY!” yelled Trixie, grabbing his arm and dragging him away from the console. 
 
      
Berry pulled away from her. Looking up, he saw branches winding their way inside the dome, peeling it open. A horde of workers swarmed in, clinging upside-down to the roof. Behind them came a host of soldiers, tall, thin alien creatures with sharp pincers. They clambered down the sides of the dome, their sleek bodies the height of a man, but barely half the width.
 
      
Berry grabbed Anderson. Trixie and Diana were already running for the corridor.
 
      
“Head for the stairs,” yelled Berry. 
 
      
Trixie knew exactly where she was going. She wanted to make it to the atrium. Behind them, she could hear the clatter of insect-like legs clambering over the desks, knocking chairs to the ground, chasing after them. 
 
      
Trixie had forgotten about the smell. In the midst of the confusion, the positive pressure change when the dome ruptured meant she could smell them again. It was a musty, earthy smell, like that of rotten wood. 
 
      
The smell terrified her more than anything else, filling her with dread. She had to escape, she had to get away, she couldn't allow herself to be caught, not again.
 
      
Berry slammed the door to the stairwell shut behind them, but the soldiers simply ripped it off its hinges, sending it sailing across the corridor. 
 
      
Trixie flew down the stairs, jumping and plummeting onto each landing rather than running. The alien creatures swarmed in behind them, clambering over each other to follow them down into the stairwell, workers and soldiers, but no thinkers. As fast as she tried to run and jump, Trixie felt like something was holding her back, pulling at her, tugging at her limbs, slowing her down. Panic swept over her like a wave. The harder she pushed, the more the very universe seemed to resist her efforts, and she felt as if she was being swallowed alive by some invisible monster dragging her backwards.
 
      
The world around them froze, all the noise and chaos fell deathly silent.
 
      
Trixie was confused. 
 
      
She was in mid-flight, suspended above the ground. 
 
      
Her hand reached out to grab the stair railing, but she could not reach it, even though it was just inches away. Her fingers felt like stone. Her heart pounded inside her body, but her eyes had seized. As much as she wanted to turn back, to look around, to try to understand what was happening she couldn't. She couldn't so much as blink, let alone breathe. Her throat seized, crying out for air, and she felt her body screaming for oxygen. 
 
      
It was the inertia dampeners as they rounded the neutron star. 
 
      
In all the confusion, she'd somehow missed the nanobot injection to oxygenate her blood, but the orbit was only supposed to be seconds, it was only supposed to be forty seconds. 
 
      
Trixie hung there in mid-air, her brain starved of oxygen for what seemed like an eternity, her mind frantic, firing synaptic commands to a body that could not respond. 
 
      
Spots appeared before her eyes, dark red blotches blurring her vision as a searing pain racked her body. The darkness fell upon her in choking convulsions, convulsions violently suppressed by the dampeners holding her rigid in place. 
 
      
Mercifully, the darkness numbed her mind, dulling the terror until she felt pain no more.
 
    



 
      
4:05 Atrium
 
      
 
 
      
“Hey there, sunshine,” Berry said, holding Trixie as she lay on the cold, rough pebbles.
 
      
She stirred, her eyes taking in the plants around her, seeing the light streaming through the green leaves as the trees above her swayed gently in the artificial breeze. For a moment, life was peaceful, then she moved and her body ached.
 
      
Trixie sat up.
 
      
“I was so worried,” Berry said. “You passed out in the stairwell. I thought I'd lost you.”
 
      
“The creatures?” Trixie asked.
 
      
“Gone. We've won, Trixie. We've beaten them.”
 
      
“I don't understand,” she said, getting to her feet slowly. “How?”
 
      
“We rounded the neutron star and their ship was thrown off. Our dampeners allowed us to make a U-turn in space while their inertia sent them sailing off into the distance. Sometimes, it's good to have the smaller ship, as there's less mass to deal with.”
 
      
“But what about Diana? What about Anderson?”
 
      
“What about them?” Berry asked.
 
      
“They were in the stairwell with us. Where are they?”
 
      
“I don't know. I think they went on to the flight deck,” Berry replied. It was unusual to hear Berry being uncertain, but he wasn't her Berry, perhaps she was reading too much into his reaction.
 
      
 
        Trixie looked around. Like the bridge and the flight deck, the atrium didn't follow the normal cubic layout of the other floors within the 
        Rift Valley
        . Rather than a ceiling just a few feet above her head, Trixie enjoyed the atrium opening up over a hundred feet above her, filling her with a semblance of freedom and escape. 
      
 
      
Instead of a flat, horizontal floor, the ground in the atrium was uneven, seeming chaotic and unplanned. To her left, a pebble path wound down a gentle slope to a small lake with ducks paddling on the murky water. 
 
      
Beyond the shady grove where they had come out of the stairwell, the atrium opened out into a grassy meadow, flanked with oak trees. 
 
      
Starlight streamed in, competing with the artificial light, casting irregular shadows. In the distance, Trixie could see the vast atrium window and its view of the star cluster. Even with the artificial lighting, the stars shone with a radiance that was breathtaking. 
 
      
Berry was cheerful, which surprised Trixie. He didn't seem bothered by what had happened. Trixie was bothered. The sight of hundreds of soldiers clambering upside-down on the inside of the dome, spreading out and following the winding tendrils of the alien craft to the floor of the command deck had terrified her. The speed with which the capture had occurred shocked her. 
 
      
 
        As the crew ran from the bridge, she'd seen troops of alien soldiers clambering over the outer hull of the 
        Rift Valley
        , spreading out methodically, moving with ease through the harsh, cold vacuum of space. 
      
 
      
The soldiers were much thinner than the thinkers, and moved with lightning reflexes. Their eyes were recessed, protected by their armored shells, while their needle-like heads still afforded their four eyes a field of view that covered at least 280 degrees. Their legs were long and agile, allowing them to bound over obstacles without breaking their stride. Unlike the thinkers, what appeared to be their arms were entirely different from their legs. 
 
      
Pincer-like claws snapped at the air. That motion had startled Trixie on the bridge, as there was nothing for them to grab at initially. Were they sampling the new environment through those claws? Or were they brandishing them like swords, intent on intimidating and overwhelming their prey? Trixie suspected it was the latter.  
 
      
She breathed deeply. She'd awakened from a nightmare to find herself at peace. The atrium was calm and soothing. Birds called in the canopy above. A butterfly flittered past. Trixie held out her hand and the fragile insect came to rest on her outstretched fingers. She could feel its tiny feet barely making any impression on her fingers, just tickling them as it moved slowly around, flexing its wings in the artificial sunlight. 
 
      
The butterfly took flight, lifting gently back into the air. 
 
      
Berry was over by the door leading into the stairwell. It wouldn't budge. He began trying to hail someone from the flight deck, but there was no response.
 
      
 
        “The 
        Rift
         has taken some heavy hits. It's probably going to take some time before they send out a search crew to find stragglers like us, squirreled away in different places. Oh, well, there are worse places you could be stuck than here in the atrium.”
      
 
      
 
        “What about the soldiers?” Trixie asked. “They boarded the 
        Rift
        . They were chasing us. Where have they gone?”
      
 
      
“I guess the fire crews are still mopping them up,” Berry replied.
 
      
“But they ripped the door off the upstairs stairwell. Why haven't they followed us in here?”
 
      
Berry walked over to her, a smile lighting up his face. “Who cares? We're safe, that's what matters. We made it!”
 
      
 
        He put his hands out, cupping her cheeks, just as her Berry had once done on the 
        Swift
        . “It's OK.”
      
 
      
 
        Trixie felt a rush of relief, and breathed deeply. She closed her eyes. Berry sounded the same as he once had on the 
        Swift
        . His voice was reassuring, confident. It seemed there was no burden he couldn't shoulder. 
      
 
      
Berry leaned in and kissed her on the forehead, adding, “Don't you worry about anything.”
 
      
Trixie felt a little awkward being kissed. 
 
      
As much as she appreciated Berry's gesture, he wasn't her Berry, and she felt as though she was betraying his memory, forgetting about her Berry. She pulled away, turning and looking down through the atrium. The smells, sights and sounds flooded her with relief.
 
      
Trixie was impulsive. She wasn't sure why, but she told Berry she wanted to take a good look at the star cluster, she had to see it for herself. 
 
      
Berry walked along with her. Pebbles crunched under their feet as they wandered several hundred yards over to the outer window. 
 
      
Trixie said she wanted to see the neutron star. Berry told her she wouldn't be able to spot the neutron star as it would already be just a speck of light behind them. Walking through the atrium, Trixie marveled at how beautiful the flowers looked, how radiant the colors were, immersing herself in the smell of jasmine and gardenia.
 
      
 Something bothered her. 
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift
         had been racked with tremors throughout their approach to the neutron star, and then there had been the thunderous impacts from the debris thrown out by the decimated alien ship. Finally, there had been the snake-like tentacles that had seized the 
        Rift
        , and Anderson's jarring efforts to wrestle her free. But the pebble pathway was pristine. The flowerbeds, with their soft dirt, were untouched. 
      
 
      
 
        She thought back to before the 
        Rift
         had been boarded. Even back then loose branches and leaves had covered the ground, as though a storm had moved through the atrium, shaking the deadwood loose. The debris was gone. Had they been automatically cleaned up by some robotic process? 
      
 
      
Berry didn't seem to notice. The more she thought about it, the more Trixie realized this Berry was acting like her Berry. And it was at that point, while staring out into space, that she realized what had really happened. 
 
      
Berry sensed something was wrong.
 
      
“Is everything OK?”
 
      
“It's perfect,” Trixie replied, not wanting to give anything away. 
 
      
In the depths of her mind, she shut out each of her senses individually, just as her Berry had once taught her to in the dark bowels of the alien craft. 
 
      
Standing still, she shut out the sounds, refusing to hear the birds, focusing so as to block out the rustle of the leaves. 
 
      
Trixie fought with her mind, wanting to touch anything other than this faux-reality, and, instead of warmth, she felt cold. 
 
      
Berry was talking, but his words faded into a mumble before ceasing altogether. She opened her eyes, looking out at the stars beyond the atrium. 
 
      
From deep inside the cluster, the stars shone like diamonds, thousands of them spread out on a dark velvet backdrop. Trixie gritted her teeth, demanding of her mind that it see through the lies and out to reality. 
 
      
 
        In front of her, alien warships slowly appeared, shimmering like a dream, fading through into her conscious awareness. There were hundreds of them, perhaps thousands dotting the sky and blotting out the star field. They were keeping station with the 
        Rift
        , drifting along with her. They were dark moons obscuring the star cluster in the background. They picked up only hints of light from the nearby stars, their outline showing up in muted tones. They were everywhere, above and below the 
        Rift
        , forward and aft, and Trixie knew what had really happened. She had been caught again.
      
 
      
The thinkers were crafting a pseudo-reality from the thoughts and impressions of her own mind, keeping her captive inside her own head. 
 
      
She had to be somewhere on one of the alien war vessels, she thought, probably in another vivisection chamber awaiting her interrogation, torture and execution. 
 
      
 
        But Berry, he seemed so real. Was he here with her? Was this some kind of shared mental prison? No, she decided, this Berry was too much like her Berry, he had to be a construct of her imagination. Thinking about it, she realized the thinkers had constructed a false world for her to inhabit, a world in which she was free to move and interact as she chose, but one that was bound, sealed with locked doors. And yet, she could manipulate this world by controlling her thinking. She had molded the artificial reality to suit her desires, to show her the space surrounding the 
        Rift
         as it really was. 
      
 
      
The effectiveness of the mind-meld as a prison was dependent on maintaining the illusion that she was free, that she had the freedom to choose certain actions. Almost a year ago, Berry had warned her about this, telling her she could fight against these wiles and strategies.
 
      
 
        Closing her eyes, Trixie focused on Berry, on her Berry as he had been trapped within an alien force-field. She pictured him being tortured. She remembered him calling out to her, telling her to fight it, telling her she could win, that she could beat them. Rage swelled up inside her. Her anger focused on the thinkers. She recalled Berry's words to her in the 
        Swift
        , when they first thought they could escape. 
      
 
      
Back then, Berry had told her it was too easy. 
 
      
For all their thinking, the thinkers made their artificial prison too easy to detect. They made the atrium too perfect. It was everything Trixie ever wanted, but she had learned that what she wanted was rarely what happened. Life wasn't that simple. 
 
      
Trixie knew how to beat the thinkers. She'd seen inside Berry's mind when he'd blocked them from hearing anything Anderson had said to the reconnaissance pilots, and now she would do the same. 
 
      
Staring up at the massive alien warships beyond the atrium she chose not to see anything at all, as though she were falling into a trance. In this case, however, she was falling out of one, falling back to reality. 
 
      
She shuddered. The cold chilled her, causing goosebumps to rise on her skin. 
 
      
Darkness fell, and rather than losing her sight, she regained it. 
 
      
In the half-light, workers crawled across the matted wall of the chamber barely six feet away from her. Soft flashes of phosphorescence lit up the outer rim of their carapaces as they chatted with each other, carrying out whatever mundane tasks they had been assigned to by the thinkers. 
 
      
Trixie pulled herself up, feeling a sharp pain at the back of her neck as she pulled free from the slimy couch on which she lay. Reaching around, she felt a bite-size wound at the base of her skull. Blood stained her hand. 
 
      
Getting to her feet, deep within the alien war vessel, she looked down a row of couches. There were members of the crew lying on them, staring blindly at the ceiling. 
 
      
The couch she'd been enslaved on was molded to her body shape, appearing as an organic extension of the rear wall. 
 
      
Trixie reached out, touching the wall, feeling it throb and pulsate like a living creature. A dim red glow emanated from it. The surface was sticky, covered in a thick mucus, and she realized this monstrous alien must have been over a hundred feet wide. Was this what the thinkers meant by a master? 
 
      
The chamber she was held in was unlike any she'd seen before, long and narrow rather than broad and deep as the cathedral-like vivisection chamber had been. 
 
      
Roots and branches were matted together, woven into a chaotic wall. Her bare feet stepped down into cold water and she shivered as it lapped at her ankles. The roots beneath her were uneven. She went to step out to one side, away from the couches, when she realized she was standing on some kind of raised platform submerged under the dark water. 
 
      
Workers crawled up from deep below. 
 
      
Trixie could see tentacles swirling in the water beneath her. Soft flashes of light glowed with their gentle motion. 
 
      
The narrow row of couches running along the pulsating wall extended as far as she could see, curving away into the distance on either side of her. The water below looked impossibly deep. 
 
      
Trixie stumbled forward, looking for Berry, water splashing with each clumsy step. She couldn't see him anywhere. She staggered along on a gangway in front of the couches, tripping as she moved down the line of prisoners lying there. She was desperate to recognize someone among the captured crew, but they were strangers. 
 
      
 
        She fought to remember the names and faces of those she'd been introduced to in the mess hall aboard the 
        Rift Valley
        , but she drew blanks. The contrast was too stark. The warmth and enthusiasm of the brightly lit dining area was at odds with the damp, cold, dark bowels of the alien war craft. She could have met some of these people, perhaps all of them, and she wouldn't have known it, seeing only their deathly pale features in the half-light. With open eyes staring blindly into the darkness, she would have thought they were dead if she didn't know better. 
      
 
      
Trixie turned and went back to her couch. It resembled a sponge, with numerous air sacs entwined inside it, puffing it up in size. 
 
      
Trixie was desperate. She fought with her tired, doped mind, wanting to shake off the lethargy, wanting to be more alert, but she was aware of how dull and sluggish her thinking had become. Why go back? Why not press on? But where could she go?
 
      
Perhaps it was the jarring reality she now faced. Perhaps it was the daunting realization of what it would take to escape yet again that confused her and led her back to the empty couch. Or perhaps it was a desire to find answers, to find some kind of hope, some reason for the madness that surrounded her. 
 
      
Standing there, she knew it was because there was nowhere else for her to go. She was lost. This was all she knew. In some regards, she thought, she was better off in the mental prison of the atrium. At least there she was warm. At least there she had Berry, even if he was an illusion. 
 
      
Trixie tried to wake one of the crew members, a woman with gray, straggly hair. 
 
      
Holding onto the side of the cocoon-like couch, Trixie struggled to find footholds to avoid slipping into the deep water beside her.
 
      
Trixie pulled at the woman, slapping her face, trying to wake her. 
 
      
Spindly arms extended out of the couch, wrapping tightly around the woman. 
 
      
At first, Trixie was confused. Her couch didn't have such an apparatus. To check, she reached behind herself. Tentacles flexed beneath the water as she stretched across the gap and pushed against the edge of her own couch. Long, thin claws oozed out of the side of the air sacs, curling inward, ready to hold a prisoner in place. As Trixie released the pressure, the claws retracted. 
 
      
Turning back to the woman, Trixie could see she wanted to be there. Like her, whatever fantasy the thinkers had concocted from this woman's memories, it was desirable, this woman had found her nirvana. Trixie couldn't wake her. This poor woman was in a prison constructed from the pleasures in her own mind, willfully held captive, just as Trixie had been.
 
      
“It's a dream, an illusion,” Trixie whispered, bending down by her ear. “Fight it. You've got to fight it. You've got to refuse to play by their rules. You've got to want to be free.”
 
      
The woman didn't respond. She lay there inert. Had it not been for the slight rise and fall of her chest, Trixie would have thought she was dead. 
 
      
In the distance, further along the wall, there was movement. Something larger than a worker was crawling along the side of the narrow chamber. It was only now Trixie realized how high the wall stretched out above her. She was trapped on the inside of a sphere, with the couches extending around its circumference. Below her, tentacles rippled in the water. Above her, the inner wall curved hundreds of feet overhead.
 
      
Trixie crouched, hiding between her couch and that of the woman trapped in a coma, being careful not to slip into the deep water below. 
 
      
Soldiers flanked a row of workers and thinkers carrying the limp bodies of several humans along the inside wall. Just as she'd observed with Berry, the wall held them as though it were a floor, with the exotic artificial gravity in the alien craft making every surface down.
 
      
The soldiers' strange yellow bodies were unusually bright in comparison with the dark shades of the workers. In an instant, their coloration changed, flashing through hues of red, green and deep blue. Unlike the workers and thinkers, the soldiers had the ability to display iridescence across their entire shell rather than just around the rim.   
 
      
There were thinkers too, Trixie's heart dropped when she spotted them. 
 
      
They were heading toward her. 
 
      
There was nowhere to hide. 
 
      
Within a minute, they would be upon her. 
 
      
She couldn't run, she didn't know where to run. If she ran, they would run her down. But what would they do to her? What would they do when they learned their prison was ineffective? Would they kill her? Would they torture her as they had tortured Berry all those months ago? 
 
      
A knot formed in her chest. 
 
      
There was nothing to be done. 
 
      
If she stayed where she was, they'd see her. If she ran, they'd chase her and catch her. Trixie was out of options.
 
      
Her foot slipped into the water, and she knew that was her only chance. As much as she hated getting wet, Trixie knew she had to flee under the water. Quietly, Trixie slipped down into the dark, murky depths. 
 
      
The filthy water was cold, chilling her body. 
 
      
She took a deep breath and slipped below the surface, holding on to the underside of the couch. 
 
      
Tentacles brushed against her body, slithering over her skin. The rough hide felt like untreated leather. 
 
      
Trixie was terrified. 
 
      
Tentacles wrapped around her legs and feet like seaweed, tugging on her, trying to pull her away from the couch, down into the murky depths. She fought, kicking with her legs and bringing them up against the underside of the walkway above. 
 
      
Trixie couldn't hold her breath forever. She doubted she could hold it for long at all. Already, her lungs felt as though they were bursting. 
 
      
Carefully, she maneuvered to the far side of the couch and, with the greatest of restraint, slowly surfaced, allowing her head to gently break through the water, just enough to breathe. 
 
      
The film on top of the water was oily and greasy. Trixie hated water. She wanted to get out as quick as she could and clean herself. She had an overwhelming desire to clean her arms and legs, but it was impossible. She had to stay put.
 
      
Soldiers passed human bodies down to the cradle-like couches extending around the pulsating inner wall. Trixie couldn't see them directly, catching just a glimpse of them from behind. She took a deep breath and slowly slipped beneath the surface again, swimming away from them further down through the narrow cavern. 
 
      
Despite the urgency she felt welling up inside her as a manic desire to flee, Trixie forced herself to move slowly, carefully, without making noise as she pushed off underwater. 
 
      
Beside her, the pulsating wall glowed in a soft red, lighting up the tentacles swirling around her. 
 
      
Within a few minutes she was far enough away that she could no longer see or hear the creatures as they loaded more prisoners into their cradles. 
 
      
Trixie continued underwater, swimming beneath no more than two or three couches at a time. She swam until the curvature of the chamber hid her from view. 
 
      
When Trixie pulled herself from the water, shivering with the cold, she was surprised to find the couches in this area were unlike the others. They were for something not human, nearly three times the size of the couch she'd been held captive on.
 
      
A tunnel ran into the outer wall of the chamber. Water poured from the entrance, emptying into the chamber in a waterfall no more than ten feet high. 
 
      
 
        Trixie couldn't stay here. She had to move on. But where? There was no Swift to which she could run for safety. Even the 
        Rift
         couldn't protect her from these monsters. 
      
 
      
There was nowhere left to run. 
 
      
How long would she survive? How long would it be before she came face to face with a thinker, or worse, a soldier, with their razor-sharp claws. It was just a matter of time. But Berry, Anderson, and Diana. From what she could tell, they hadn't been taken captive. She hadn't caught a glimpse of any of them as she'd been moving between couches, although she couldn't be sure. 
 
      
 
        Perhaps they were still holding out, still fighting for control of the 
        Rift Valley
        . Or they could be dead. Trixie chose not to believe that. They had to be alive. They had to be fighting on, trying to break free, she was sure of it. 
      
 
      
 
        But Anderson was going to destroy the 
        Rift Valley.
         He said the blast would wipe out the thinkers as well, and yet that hadn't happened. Something must have gone wrong. 
      
 
      
Or, perhaps, with her next breath, her life would be brought to an end in a brilliant, glowing fireball, outshining the stars for an instant. 
 
      
Trixie wasn't sure what terrified her more, the thought of being brutally murdered by these grotesque creatures, or having her life snuffed out in a nanosecond without any warning or even the chance to recognize what was happening. Hope faded, and yet, at a base level, her animal instincts wouldn't allow her to give in, they drove her on.
 
      
Trixie began to climb the vines and branches making up the outer chamber wall when gravity realigned itself and she found herself crawling along the ground. On entering the side-tunnel, Trixie's mad-hatter world transformed again. Up was just a matter of perspective. The water running through the tunnel was knee deep, but it spread all around the pipe, up the sides and over her head. 
 
      
She reached up, her fingers dipping into the water above her head as the current rushed by. A wake formed behind them. Splashes of water fell upwards. Low waves rolled around the tunnel. Trixie flicked her fingers, fascinated, watching as the water took the most direct course back to the cylindrical tunnel wall. Depending on where she held her hand, drops went upwards, sideways or down toward her feet. It was silly, but that childish distraction was what she needed to compose herself. Her innate curiosity gave her a level of satisfaction her dire circumstances didn't warrant.
 
      
Although the water was dark, its wake gave off hints of phosphorescence. As the waves churned, they cast a dim light around her. 
 
      
Trixie found it difficult to move forward as the volume of water rushing by constantly pushed her back. She reached out with her hands beneath the water curling around the sides of the tunnel, and pulled on the branches to help her wade upstream. Her one consolation was that there were no workers. No workers meant no thinkers. She'd seen workers go underwater, but the thinkers and the soldiers appeared to keep their feet dry, at least she hoped so. 
 
      
 
        Trixie supposed she was in some kind of sewer system or water supply. She wondered how far it would be back to the 
        Rift
        . Even though the 
        Rift
         offered no protection, she needed a goal to focus on, so she ignored that point of logic, preferring to think of the 
        Rift
         as a place of refuge. She knew this wasn't the case, but emotionally she needed something to hold onto, something to give her hope.
      
 
      
 
        Trixie didn't want to admit it to herself, but she had no idea which direction she was heading in. For all she knew, she could have been moving further into the heart of the vast alien vessel. If she was heading topside, she could still surface miles away from the 
        Rift
         and end up being no closer than she was when she was at the heart of the alien warship. 
      
 
      
 
        Hours passed. Her progress was slow. She was tiring. Trixie had no idea how much time had transpired since she sat in front of Anderson, Dr. Phillips, Diana and Berry on the flight deck of the 
        Rift
        . It seemed as though that was in another lifetime. 
      
 
      
 
        Her months of waiting, drifting aimlessly in the 
        Swift
         awaiting rescue, seemed shorter than this. She was hungry, thirsty and exhausted. Her muscles were cramping. She had to get out of these watery tunnels. After following several tributaries, the water depth slowly dropped away, making the going easier, but Trixie was starting to feel delirious. The lack of basic sustenance, the necessity of food, fresh water and sleep were overtaking any rational thinking. 
      
 
      
There were portholes in the tunnel, thin membranes stretching over sections of these smaller tributaries. Trixie pulled away some of the branches lining the tunnel, trying to make out what was on the other side, rubbing the thick skin as she tried to peer through the ankle deep water. 
 
      
She tried to break through the membrane but it was too thick. As she continued on, the tunnels branched again and again, forcing her onto her hands and knees as she crept forward through the shallow water trickling over the roots. 
 
      
Finally, an opening appeared, and Trixie found herself beneath one of the glowing yellow dust balls she'd seen when she and Berry had first been captured. Relief washed over her, it was as though she was free. Then she realized that if this ship was similar to the one she had escaped, then she still had to be at least several miles below the surface, if not more. 
 
      
Workers scurried around ignoring her. Warmth radiated out from the vast, swirling ball of dust. From Trixie's perspective, she felt as though this miniature glowing star, fighting to push back the clouds of fine dust, somehow floated above her, but with up being up regardless of where she was, she knew that was deceiving. If she wanted that direction to be up, then it was up. Here, in the depths of the alien war craft, Trixie made her own reality. 
 
      
She sank down against the tangle of roots. It had been too much. She couldn't go on. She no longer cared if she was caught, or what the thinkers would do to her. She had to sleep—it was a biological imperative. 
 
      
Trixie found a sheltered spot among one of the root balls, and curled up out of sight. A thinker would have to step on her before it found her, and the workers didn't care, so neither did she. Her eyelids felt heavy, the ache in her muscles faded, the rough branches beneath her became soft pillows and she drifted off to sleep.
 
    



 
      
4:06 Thinkers
 
      
 
 
      
Trixie woke feeling sore and stiff. 
 
      
Workers clambered over her legs as though they were just another root in the tangled outer wall of the chamber, but it didn't bother her, not anymore. 
 
      
The soft light emanating from the vast cloud of dust swirling above her shone as though it were a star, its yellow light dull and diffuse, hidden by a thick cloud of gas. 
 
      
 
        Lying there, looking up at the wispy shadows moving in the dust storm swirling overhead, Trixie realized that this one chamber was larger than the flight deck on the 
        Rift
         
        Valley
        . She was hungry and thirsty, but at least she was warm and dry. 
      
 
      
Cautiously, she peered over the side of the gnarled root she was sheltered behind. There, in the distance, halfway around the curved sides of the chamber, was a thinker. The dark creature was moving away from her. 
 
      
She wondered what had transpired while she slept. The alien warship had snared them while rounding the neutron star, grabbing them and wresting control away from them. That had to affect their exit trajectory, she knew. For all she knew, they were caught in some torturous elliptical orbit, slowly degrading as they plunged toward the heart of the star. But the only pressing concern she had at that point was the thinker; that brooding creature orchestrating a troop of workers as they harvested the dust engulfing the miniature star in the center of the chamber. 
 
      
The spherical latticework of roots and branches, with its artificial gravity aligning everything against the outer wall, gave her plenty of latitude and longitude to work. Trixie could already see how she could pick her way around her adversary, following one of the main arterial roots, staying low as she crept between the network of branches arcing around the chamber. 
 
      
From there, she'd head into one of the darker side tunnels up high on the ceiling and try to make her way to the surface of the ship. All she knew was that the dust balls were in the heart of the craft. If she could move away from them, she'd be moving in the right direction. She told herself that, trying to convince herself it was true, even though she knew an outward direction probably wouldn't lead back to the Rift. She could emerge anywhere. The reality was, she was lost and the situation was hopeless, but she couldn't admit that to herself. If she did, she knew she'd break down and cry. To let go now would be to fall into a blubbering heap. She hoped Anderson, Diana and Berry were still alive, still fighting, still on the run. She hoped she could join them.
 
      
Trixie picked her way around the thinker, staying well clear of him. Was it a him? It surprised her to realize she was assuming gender, and that her assumption was male. Him, she decided. Perhaps her. It, that was a better description, she concluded.
 
      
As she moved out of the chamber and into a narrow, darkened side-tunnel, her hair floated in zero-gravity although her feet were pulled outward by the artificial gravity. The sickening, conflicting sensation in her stomach brought back memories of her initial captivity, and she pushed on, her eyes peering into the gloomy distance. 
 
      
Workers scurried by, their phosphorescence teasing her with the faintest of light. With each step she expected to see the dark outline of a thinker blocking the tunnel ahead. That's all it would take, and she knew it. The odds were against her. Sooner or later, her luck would run out. It was just a matter of time.
 
      
The tunnel opened out into a six-way intersection, an open node with larger tunnels winding off in different directions. Above her, a group of soldiers marched across the roof. 
 
      
Trixie held her breath, dropping down against a pulsating root, but it was too late, they'd seen her. The speed with which they moved surprised her. Instantly, they broke ranks and swarmed down toward her, racing around from all directions, their spindly legs guiding them as they bounded down to catch her. 
 
      
 
        The soldiers, with their sharp, hard exoskeletons looked formidable, as tough as the outer hull of the 
        Swift
        . It was over. She always knew the end would come quickly.
      
 
      
The creatures surrounded her with their pincers out, snapping at the air as they closed in on her from all sides. 
 
      
 
        Trixie flexed and jumped, knowing this wasn't the 
        Rift
        . Within the alien craft she wasn't bound to moving in two dimensions or limited to only moving along the walls, here she could use her flexible body and the low gravity to her advantage. What was normal for the soldiers was abnormally light for Trixie. 
      
 
      
She sprang up into the air, moving more like a cat than a human. As she passed the midway point of the vast node, she twisted, adjusting to the peculiar gravitational alignment of the alien craft that always ensured that up faced outward, and landed on her feet, leaving the soldiers momentarily baffled. 
 
      
Trixie bounded off down the largest tunnel with the soldiers scrambling after her. 
 
      
She leaped, using the lighter gravity to her advantage. Springing forward with her powerful legs and using her arms merely as a guide, she bounded through the tunnel. She flew through the air with the grace of a gymnast. She’d done this before. She knew what to expect. 
 
      
Half-running, half-leaping, she raced on, constantly changing her orientation, never staying on one surface for more than a few seconds before diving up, crossing over, turning and landing on the upside, the downside, each and every side. 
 
      
Trixie quickly lost any sensation of up as she had thought of it moments earlier. She darted and weaved, racing down one tunnel, into another junction, before turning and racing off on another angle. She dared not look behind her, focusing only on the pounding of her heart in her chest. 
 
      
More soldiers joined the chase, coming in from the side-tunnels and swarming behind her.
 
      
Trixie flew past thinkers and workers, cutting through tunnels and across main arteries deep in the vast organic spacecraft. She knew the twisting, winding nature of the veins running through the craft would work to her advantage, allowing her to move quickly out of sight, around one bend, across another gap and down one tunnel, then up through another. 
 
      
Trixie was vaguely aware of the clatter of legs behind her, but it seemed the soldiers were only adept at short bursts of speed to overwhelm their opponents, and they dropped off quickly. They relied on their numbers, having other soldiers pick up the chase when they fell behind. 
 
      
Trixie had the advantage of an evolutionary pedigree that had thrived on endurance running. She found her pace and settled into a rhythm, backing off from her initial breakneck burst of speed to a pace she could sustain. 
 
      
Miles of tunnels flew by beneath her. In the low gravity, she found her stride, but she worried she was moving in circles and would eventually run into the soldiers she'd left behind. 
 
      
The tunnels were disorienting. Her directional changes confused her. For all she knew, she was racing around the core rather than up to the surface. 
 
      
Workers scattered ahead of her with each bound.
 
      
The texture and coloration of the entwined roots and branches making up the tunnels slowly changed, taking on more of a sandy hue in the gloomy half-light. 
 
      
As her confidence grew, and she felt she was well out of sight, Trixie came to a rest, panting hard. She pulled herself down into one of the side-tunnels. Workers streamed around her, ignoring her, the soft glow from their shells providing what little light there was in the darkness. It was several minutes before her pursuers passed overhead, carrying on down the main artery she'd been following. 
 
      
A dim light shone at the far end of the tunnel. 
 
      
With no other options, and a desire to hide before the soldiers backtracked and found her, Trixie crept down the tunnel. 
 
      
The chamber at the end was similar to the one in which she'd slept, only larger, while the dust ball at its heart was smaller and brighter. 
 
      
The inside of this knotted, tangled bird's nest reached out for over a mile, surprising her with its size. There were workers everywhere, but they were larger than any of those she'd seen before. It was only as she moved out among them and they scattered that she realized they weren't workers, they were thinkers, small thinkers. 
 
      
Trixie was confused. 
 
      
Were they juveniles? Or some other variant, like another species of thinker? 
 
      
Rather than creeping forward with the anonymity the workers afforded her, Trixie found herself surrounded by thinkers on all sides. Larger, full-grown thinkers moved in, coming in swiftly from all directions. 
 
      
There was noise in the tunnel. 
 
      
Soldiers burst out, pouring into the vast spherical chamber, surrounding her in their hundreds. Trixie tried to run but she got no more than thirty feet before the hopelessness of her situation set in and her heart sank. She looked up at the bright light in the center of the chamber, but this was no intersection, there were no gravitational tricks she could play here. 
 
      
The smaller, child-like thinkers backed away, creeping behind the full-grown thinkers. She'd stumbled into a nursery, a school of some kind, no, it was an assembly, perhaps an academy, and Trixie wondered if she had stumbled into the very heart of the craft. 
 
      
The soldiers held back. 
 
      
What seemed like hundreds now looked to be thousands of thinkers pouring in from the side-tunnels surrounding the vast chamber. 
 
      
Trixie felt small, very small, alone and vulnerable.
 
      
The thinkers parted, making way for someone moving through the crowd. 
 
      
Trixie turned, looking around on all sides as the alien creatures gave her plenty of room. She turned back to where the crowd had parted and watched, as one larger thinker moved down across the inside of the sphere toward her. It was slow. It didn't seem to be in a rush, as though it knew it had all the time in the world. It took her a couple of seconds before she realized this thinker was no larger than any of the other adults. They were bowing slightly before it, giving deference to it as it moved toward her, making this thinker appear larger than the others.
 
      
This chief thinker was maimed. Of its four eye-stalks, only one moved, focusing on her intently. The others had been crushed. They didn't sway as the long stalks did on the other thinkers. This lone thinker moved with difficulty. Its array of feet were disfigured, having been burnt. Its arms were shriveled and deformed. Scars marred its chest.
 
      
Trixie recognized the thinker. She had seen it before. It had survived the initial blast in the vivisection chamber almost a year ago. Like her, it had survived the blast that had killed Berry. 
 
      
Trixie remembered how it had staggered into the tunnel behind her, escaping the flames that engulfed the others. She remembered the smell of its burning carapace. She remembered yelling at it, screaming at it, blaming it for all that had happened. Trixie had struck at it, pounding it with one of the oxy-acetalyene cylinders, crushing its eye-stalks. She had beaten it, striking at it repeatedly, but it hadn't fought back. The pathetic creature lay where it fell, helpless, taking her relentless blows. She could have killed it, but she didn't. 
 
      
What had been personal became a matter of pity. Her anger had become resignation. She had been resolved to do whatever it took to survive, whatever she needed to in order to disable that alien warship and escape, but she couldn't kill in cold blood. It just wasn't in her, and so she'd let this thinker live even though it had been party to the torture and murder of Berry. Somehow, though, it had survived, it had escaped as the craft had broken up around them both.
 
      
The thinker approached her slowly, its spindly arms out in front of it, reaching out toward her, and Trixie understood.
 
      
“You care,” she said, gesturing around at the younglings. “You care for your children. If you care about life, why do you wage this war against us?”
 
      
The smaller, younger thinkers clambered to get in front of the older thinkers, those that had formed a ring around her, some thirty feet away. The young ones wanted to watch what was unfolding and the older thinkers allowed them to satisfy their curiosity.
 
      
“You care about your young,” Trixie said. “I can see that. You're not mindless monsters. You're thinkers.”
 
      
Bathed in the central light, the young thinkers chatted noisily with their feet, tapping on the matted branches beneath them. Flashes of light lit up the edge of their carapaces as they glimmered with excitement.
 
      
“You value life,” Trixie said, imploring the thinker, even though she knew spoken English was probably an abstract notion for this alien intelligence. The concept of speech was lost on them with their rhythmic tapping and their pulses of light, and yet they had spoken to her before. While Berry was being tortured, she had heard them talking with each other, speaking inside her mind, somehow transcending the barrier between them.
 
      
“Someone saved you,” she said, pointing at the creature. “Someone rescued you when you were left for dead. Someone cared about you.”
 
      
 She hoped the creature understood her rambling words, hoped it stopped to think not only about those thinkers that rescued it, but also how she had spared its life. She wondered how much it remembered of those painful moments, of how close it came to dying by her hand. Did it understand the pity she had felt for it on that fatal day? Trixie hoped this alien thinker would now have pity on her.
 
      
The thinker came up to within a few feet of her and the chamber fell deathly silent. 
 
      
“Why have you attacked us? We mean you no harm. We are no threat to you or your kind. Why do you set yourselves in battle against us? Why do you sacrifice your own kind to capture us?”
 
      
The thinker held out its claws. She had once come so close to killing this thinker in the rage that consumed her after Berry's death, but she had felt something in the depths of her soul, something that cried out for intelligence and compassion. The thinker had reached out to her then, in much the same way as it reached out now, and she'd run her hands over its exoskeleton, wondering about what it had seen in its life, wondering what would be lost with its death. 
 
      
Trixie looked around at the mass of thinkers and soldiers. They could have overwhelmed her in an instant. They could have rushed her, forcing her into this thinker's arms and taking her captive again, or worse, they could have killed her, but this act of reaching out was an appeal to her freedom of will, this was an invitation. 
 
      
Trixie reached out, her palm touching the thinker's exoskeleton and running over its hard shell casing. She wondered what lay beneath this tough exterior. 
 
      
The thinker's mind struck her like a bolt of lightning. 
 
      
Trixie fought to stop her eyes rolling into the back of her head as the thinker spoke inside her mind.
 
      
We ... We are at war.
 
      
Her knees felt weak, as though they were about to collapse beneath her. Trixie fought to stay conscious, struggling to keep her head clear.
 
      
“Why?” she asked aloud. “Why are you doing this? Can't you see this is a waste of precious life? Can't you see the tragedy of such meaningless loss? Intelligence, by its very definition, cares about others. Intelligence seeks peace, it does not wage war.”
 
      
We ... We need what you have.
 
      
 
        “We will not surrender,” Trixie said, surprised by her own boldness. “We will destroy the 
        Rift Valley
         before we will give up our freedom. We will not surrender our home. We will not surrender our planet.”
      
 
      
It felt strange, thought Trixie, speaking on behalf of Anderson, on behalf of all humanity—a race she had never known. Her home? Her planet? She had neither. She was an orphan, a bastard child, but she knew what Anderson would have said, what Diana and Berry would have said, and so she spoke with an authority and conviction she did not have. It was all she could do, to appeal to reason was her only defense. She couldn't run. She couldn't fight. All that remained was to reason or to die.
 
      
We ... We do not want your ship ... We do not want your planet.
 
      
“I don't understand,” Trixie said. “What is it you want?”
 
      
We ... We are at war ... We want what you have ... We are thinkers ... We are not slaves ... We want your freedom.
 
      
“Our freedom?”
 
      
The thought shocked her. Slowly, the realization dawned.
 
      
“Who are your masters?” she asked, feeling for the first time that she knew what was going on. For a moment, she had a faint glimmer of hope.
 
      
The thinker bristled, its body flexed.
 
      
The masters come ... You ... You are the bait ... You will draw them in ... You will draw them into our trap ... They want you ... They want your ship ... They want your world ... We ... We want your freedom.
 
      
“So that's what this is all about?” she asked. “All this is a prelude to rebellion?”
 
      
They will not see .. They only have eyes for you ... They want to harvest your biology ... They will not see our ships ... They will think our ships of war are here only for your capture ... And we will have our revenge. We will have our freedom.
 
      
 
        “You have to return me to the 
        Rift
        ,” demanded Trixie. “If you don't, my commander will destroy you, he will destroy us all. He will sacrifice the 
        Rift Valley
         to protect our planet. You have to let me go so I can tell him, so I can stop him from destroying the 
        Rift
         and destroying you.”
      
 
      
You speak of the opposing-matter? That which annihilates?
 
      
“Yes,” Trixie replied, hoping that was the right term. She had a feeling of confidence that was nothing but a lie. She thought this was what Anderson had referred to on the bridge, but she wasn't sure. 
 
      
The thinker was silent. A chatter rippled through the crowded chamber. Thinkers and soldiers tapped with their feet. Their carapaces shimmered and glowed. Before, Trixie had seen hints of blue and green, white and yellow, this time they flickered with deep shades of red and brown.
 
      
“Free us,” Trixie demanded. “Free us and we will help you to be free. Return us to our ship, and we will draw out your masters.”
 
      
The chamber reverberated with a rhythmic pulse. Trixie had seen this before, the thinkers were chanting in unison with their feet.
 
      
“You will be free. We will be free,” she shouted.
 
      
You will be free ... We will be free.
 
      
A hush fell over the creatures lining the inside of the vast spherical chamber. 
 
      
Yes ... We will be free.
 
    



 
      
4:07 Masters
 
      
 
 
      
Sixty-seven crewmen and women walked back through the darkened tunnels. 
 
      
Alien soldiers stood guard at each of the side-tunnels, which Trixie found rather amusing. Ostensibly, they were there to make sure no one got lost, but the phosphorescent trail of workers lining the main artery made it clear which way the crew should go, and from what she could see, no one had any desire to go anywhere else. 
 
      
The sheer number of workers escorting them lit up the vast tunnel with far more clarity than she'd seen before, giving Trixie her best look yet at the tangle of roots and branches so tightly woven together making up the organic structure of the craft. 
 
      
Why would they be afraid of us? It was a puzzling idea. Trixie felt a little proud that the thinkers still considered her a threat. Rather than leaving in defeat, the crew were being repatriated as worthy adversaries. Walking past the side passageways, Trixie was distinctly aware of beady eyes watching her, suspicious of her every move. 
 
      
 
        The maimed thinker traveled with them, carried along on a sea of workers. It took several hours to traverse the interior of the alien craft. In the light gravity, it was easy work for the crew of the 
        Rift Valley
        . 
      
 
      
As they neared the surface, several of the crew broke into a gentle lope, bounding forward, down through the inside of one of the massive tentacles. Transparent sections lined the walls like windows. 
 
      
 
        Trixie paused, looking out at the 
        Rift Valley
        . It was the first time she'd seen the craft from space, at least the first time she could remember. 
      
 
      
The dome over the bridge had collapsed, exposing that section of the ship to the bitter cold vacuum of space. Large scratches ran down the side of the hull, marking where debris had torn through the front shielding. The engines lay idle—six massive bell housings at the rear of the craft, easily a mile from the bridge. Black scars marred what should have been the smooth silver hull containing the mid-decks. The large window on the side of the atrium looked small from this distance.
 
      
The thinker paused beside her. 
 
      
 
        Trixie looked up at the fleet of alien vessels surrounding the 
        Rift
        . There were hundreds of them, if not thousands, each of them dwarfing the 
        Rift
        , their dark shapes blocking out the brilliant view of the star cluster. The 
        Rift Valley 
        never stood a chance. The ship was a wreck, crippled and venting gas through cracks in her superstructure.
      
 
      
 
        Trixie turned back toward the thinker, wondering what it was thinking, knowing the truce was depended on the masters arriving soon. She continued on down the inside of the tentacle securing the alien war vessel to the 
        Rift Valley
        . 
      
 
      
Trixie resisted the temptation to run on with the others, it seemed she had a duty to dignity. She walked alone with the thinker as it floated on the back of hundreds of workers. 
 
      
A bright light stretched through the winding tunnel, marking the end of the tentacle long before she saw it. The warp and weave of the branches sprawled out onto the flight deck. 
 
      
Berry was the first person she saw. He was standing at the bottom of the tangled mess, with one foot on the flight deck, the other on one of the roots. An alien soldier stood opposite him, unsure of him. 
 
      
Trixie ran the last few feet and they embraced. 
 
      
Berry lifted her off the roots, swinging her around and planting her feet firmly on the ground.
 
      
“How did you do it, Trix? How the hell did you pull this off?”
 
      
 
        Trixie kissed him. She wasn't quite sure why, there was nothing sexual about it, it was an expression of relief, of the overwhelming desire to seize the moment and feel alive. She was so grateful to be alive. Berry smiled, running his hands through her hair. She stepped slightly away from him, holding her hand out toward the crippled thinker. The workers brought the thinker down onto the deck of the 
        Rift Valley
        . 
      
 
      
“It was the thinker,” she said. “He was there when Berry died. He escaped, just as I did. He understood.”
 
      
And Trixie realized she'd personified the thinker as male again.
 
      
She looked around. Anderson, Diana and Berry were the only other people on the broad flight deck. 
 
      
Off to one side, Trixie could see where several of the scout ships had been dismantled and thrown together into some kind of fortification. Panels had been welded together at irregular angles, making a patchwork quilt of metal. Holes had been cut into the hull with a welding torch, allowing the crew to defend themselves from the alien onslaught. Black stains covered the ground. Dead bodies lay scattered around, human and alien—soldiers, workers and thinkers. 
 
      
Anderson stepped forward. 
 
      
“They have ceased hostilities, but why?” he asked, his chin raised, his face gaunt and tired.
 
      
“This war was never about us,” Trixie replied. “The thinkers are using us as bait. They mean to trap their masters.”
 
      
“Bait,” Anderson replied, weighing the word, his voice conveying curiosity, his mind clearly grasping the meaning in this context. He moved up to the thinker, looking carefully at its massive frame towering over him. He wasn't afraid, Trixie could see that. He was curious, just as she had been, he was particularly interested in the scars and wounds on the creature. He must have realized they were old. 
 
      
Trixie reached out, touching the thinker. Immediately, her head jerked back and she struggled to stay on her feet. The force with which the thinker projected its presence took her by surprise. Berry moved in, ready to catch her if she fell. Trixie stood upright, with her hand still on the thinker, saying, “It's okay. I'm all right.” 
 
      
Anderson understood what she was doing. He addressed the thinker as he spoke.
 
      
“What do you want from us?”
 
      
Trixie's eyes rolled into the back of her head as she spoke. Her voice was hoarse, her words clipped.
 
      
 
        “
        You will hold your course ... You will wait ... For your freedom, there will be no detonation of the opposing-matter
        .”
      
 
      
“Agreed,” Anderson said formally.
 
      
 
        “
        We ... We will deal with the masters
        .”
      
 
      
The thinker pulled back, the workers beneath it carried it into the dark tunnel. 
 
      
Trixie collapsed. 
 
      
Berry caught her. 
 
      
 
        Over the next few hours, the thinkers retracted the tentacles on their alien craft, leaving the crew of the 
        Rift
         to begin the arduous task of repairing the vessel. Berry said it would take months before they could fully restore her functions. 
      
 
      
Trixie told them what had transpired in the alien war craft. 
 
      
Anderson explained to her that they'd lost control of the computer systems within an hour of being boarded and couldn't manually override the safety devices securing the antimatter core. 
 
      
 
        The survivors had built their last line of defense on the flight deck. He told her they'd held out for three days. If he could have, Anderson said he would have detonated the 
        Rift
         long ago, long before Trixie awoke in the depths of the alien vessel. Trixie's eyes went wide with the realization that her bravado was a hollow bluff, and Berry worked frantically to bring the core systems back online so their détente had some substance behind it.
      
 
      
Anderson told her about the pitched battles, and how they repelled wave after wave of soldiers. Often, they'd be on the verge of being overrun, fighting hand to claw, using whatever they could to fight back, when the soldiers would suddenly withdraw to lick their wounds and plan another assault. Anderson said they were like a cat playing with a mouse, that if they pushed hard enough they would have easily overwhelmed the remaining crew members. Now, in hindsight, he could see they were stalling, waiting for the masters to come in and finish the job. They didn't want it to look too easy.
 
      
When the aliens first withdrew from the flight deck, Anderson said he thought it was a ruse, but the hours passed and no counter-attack came. After facing swarms of suicidal soldiers, the silence was unnerving. Then, when the first of the captured crew began to appear wandering down through the tunnel, telling stories of Trixie walking with the chief thinker, they couldn't believe it. 
 
      
Berry had waited at the bottom of the tunnel, facing off against a lone soldier guarding the entrance. The two interstellar species had eyed each other for almost an hour waiting for Trixie as other crew members slowly appeared in dribs and drabs. Neither Berry nor the alien soldier seemed quite sure what the revised rules of engagement actually were, but they both tacitly agreed to peaceful terms, although Berry's right hand never left his sidearm. More and more crewmen and women staggered back onto the Rift, and finally Berry saw Trixie. He said he wanted to race up and greet her, but looking at the ferocious soldier opposite him, he thought better of it.
 
      
Trixie asked about what had happened in the stairwell. Diana told her she had fallen unconscious on the landing. Berry had turned back for her when Anderson grabbed him, pushing him through a hatchway. The last they'd seen of Trixie was her body being dragged away by the creatures. They thought she was dead. 
 
      
 
        For five days, there was an uneasy truce. The quiet, though, was never peaceful. Berry restored the main computer, bringing it back online, and rigged up a holographic projection of the space surrounding the Rift. Eight hundred and seventy four alien vessels of war surrounded the 
        Rift Valley
        , out to a depth of over a hundred thousand miles. 
      
 
      
Around noon on the fifth day, the first of the masters appeared. 
 
      
Bright pinpricks of light materialized just beyond the alien fleet. 
 
      
At first, there were just a couple of them, shining like newborn stars. 
 
      
Long-range scanners failed to detect anything other than the broadband emission of light at all wavelengths. Unlike starlight, there was no spectral composition revealing the elements generating the light.
 
      
In less than half an hour, there were over fifty points of light. 
 
      
Berry said they were each smaller than a speck of dust, well below the Rift's ability to detect a physical object. 
 
      
 
        The thinkers pulled back from the 
        Rift
        , leaving the prize unguarded. 
      
 
      
 
        The masters approached slowly over the course of several hours. Fine specks of light drifted through the black void of space, and the crew of the 
        Rift Valley
         waited with bated breath. 
      
 
      
 
        As the masters approached the 
        Rift
        , the thinkers made their move, sending in wave after wave of their giant warships. 
      
 
      
The alien moons descended on the tiny specks of light, only to vanish from sight as they appeared to reach the light source. The thinker warships seemed to shrink, becoming stretched and elongated as they merged with the lights. 
 
      
By early evening, the entire fleet of thinkers was gone, along with most of the ethereal pinpricks of light that revealed the presence of the masters. Those that remained flickered, giving the subtlest of hints as to the battle that must have been raging in whatever dimension or warp of space they inhabited. 
 
      
 
        The 
        Rift Valley
         floated alone in space. In its damaged state, the craft had been caught by the gravitational attraction of the neutron star and pulled into an wide, elliptic orbit. It would be some time before the 
        Rift
         broke free.
      
 
      
“What are they?” Anderson asked Berry, standing under the repaired dome of the bridge. Debris and shattered sections of the dome still littered the ground, but the hole above had been sealed and pressure restored. 
 
      
“At a guess,” Berry said. “And it's only a guess, but I'm thinking those were wormholes. They're bridges—no, tunnels from one part of the galaxy to another. Whoever the masters are, they have a mastery over the very fabric of spacetime.”
 
      
“Why open wormholes but not send through space ships?” Anderson asked.
 
      
“With wormholes, there's no need for starships. Why fly through the endless void when you can bring any point in spacetime to your front door? Those wormholes probably open out near planets. These guys are tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of years more advanced than we are. I suspect they were going to shift one of those holes over us and suck us back to them.”
 
      
“So why were there so many wormholes?”
 
      
Berry shrugged, saying, “Don't know, but it could have been something as simple as linking together multiple worlds. Whatever the reason, these guys are flexing some formidable muscle to open just a single hole.”
 
      
Anderson said, “And yet the thinkers felt they could take them. They felt all they needed was the element of surprise.”
 
      
“Interesting,” Berry replied. 
 
      
He seemed overly subdued, which surprised Trixie. Diana seemed to pick up on the depressed mood as well.
 
      
“We've won,” she said, smiling and giving Trixie a hug as she faced Berry, saying, “We've won the war.”
 
      
“Not quite,” Anderson replied, aware of the crew around him listening to his every word. “We got lucky. We were caught in the middle of a civil war and managed to escape attention. The battle may be over, but the war has only just begun. The masters are still out there, and they're looking for us. We need to be ready to fight.”
 
      
Trixie was silent. Although she didn't want to admit it, she knew Anderson was right. Berry seemed to sense her anxiety. He reached out and took her hand, and for the first time, Trixie felt at home. 
 
      
 
        The future might be clouded, the 
        Rift
         might be crippled and in desperate need of repair, but for Trixie life had begun anew. 
      
 
      
She smiled at Berry and squeezed his fingers. For Trixie, the end was just the beginning, a chance at a new life, and that excited her.
 
      
 
 
      
The End
 
    



 
      
Afterword
 
      
 
 
      
 
        During the 1950's, Physicist Enrico Fermi was renowned for asking hypothetical questions over lunch at the Fuller Lodge in Los Alamos. One afternoon, Fermi casually asked, “
        Don't you ever wonder where everybody is?
        ” The scientists present, including George Gamow and Edward Teller, immediately knew what Fermi was talking about, and a discussion started in earnest about the prospect of intelligent life in outer space. 
      
 
      
The basis for Fermi's question was the realization that the advent of interstellar travel would allow an intelligent alien race to colonize the entire galaxy in roughly a hundred million years, following the law of geometric expansion. This would be a mere afternoon in cosmological time. 
 
      
 
        With mankind going from drawing cave paintings of the moon to walking upon the lunar surface in roughly ten thousand years, it is possible that 
        Homo sapiens
         will gain a mastery of interstellar travel within the next couple of centuries and will begin their own conquest of the Milky Way. Such a conquest, once technically feasible, would expand rapidly, branching throughout the galaxy until all the habitable systems had been identified and colonized.  
      
 
      
SERENGETI
 
      
Fermi's paradox is, why hasn't some other intelligent species beaten us to the galactic rim? Given the sheer time available so far in the history of the universe and, presumably, the numerous opportunities there would be for intelligent life to emerge in our galaxy, why aren't the stars teeming with signs of life? 
 
      
Fermi's paradox has matured into a variety of possible explanations about the prospect of intelligent extraterrestrial life, and is the basis of SETI, the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence. 
 
      
 
        As a story, 
        Serengeti
         poses a slight variation on the most popular explanation for the silence that surrounds us—the Rare Earth Hypothesis. 
        Serengeti
         recognizes that the Earth is rare, but suggests this may be a local peculiarity, limited to this galaxy. 
      
 
      
The Rare Earth Hypothesis says, complex life requires a complex series of astrophysical, geological and evolutionary events to occur. These events appear to have such a low probability of occurring in succession that they have occurred only once, that we know of, and that is here on Earth.
 
      
The problem with the Rare Earth Hypothesis is that Earth might seem rare now, but it wasn't when life arose. Life arose on a harsh, inhospitable planet with a noxious atmosphere and tides hundreds if not thousands of feet high. Life arose on Earth when Earth was hellish, when Earth was still being bombarded by massive asteroids. Over the course of at least 3.8 billion years, life transformed Earth from extremes similar to those we see on Venus and Mars into the balmy paradise we enjoy today. 
 
      
 
        Although the Rare Earth Hypothesis might seem compelling it misses the reality that Earth 
        became
         unique. Earth didn't start out being so special. As we learn more about our galaxy we are beginning to realize that these assumptions about Earth may not be as iron-clad as they first appeared. As we only know of one planet with intelligent life, we are starting with a sample size of one, which is never advisable. 
      
 
      
Our “sample” could be entirely misleading. 
 
      
One thing we know for sure is life is tenacious. It has refused to be driven to extinction on several occasions here on Earth, and is masterful at exploiting niche opportunities. There's no reason this shouldn't hold true elsewhere within the universe. 
 
      
In the past couple of decades, our understanding of the types of life possible has been radically overhauled. Perhaps the most startling of which was the discovery of multicellular organisms that thrive without oxygen or sunlight, using hydrogenosomes instead of mitochondria for energy, breaking all the barriers we thought were there for life. Biology, it seems, is full of surprises. Perhaps astrobiology is even more surprising, being capable of thriving in environments we would never consider. 
 
      
Although intelligence took billions of years to evolve on Earth, we are again working with a sample size of one. We may be an outlier, the exception rather than the norm. The only way we will know for sure is by gathering and examining the evidence, a process that is still in its infancy. 
 
      
The biggest objection to the Rare Earth Hypothesis is the principle of mediocrity, which says, there's nothing special about our place in the universe. 
 
      
The principle of mediocrity is the basis for all modern astronomy. Thousands of years ago, mankind thought Earth was the center of the universe, but Copernicus demonstrated otherwise, and science has advanced ever since, constantly pushing back the bounds, constantly reframing our position in the cosmos. If Earth is rare, then the Earth is exceptional without reason, and that deifies five hundred years of astronomical discoveries. The Rare Earth Hypothesis might seem correct, but appearances can be deceiving. 
 
      
The Rare Earth Hypothesis assumes because nothing has been found, nothing will ever be found, but there's no reason to assume this proposition is correct. 
 
      
As an example of how misleading this hypothesis can be, imagine a large haystack in a paddock. Imagine you asked a friend to hide five, ten or even fifteen needles in that haystack. Then take a tablespoon and carefully examine just one spoonful of hay. Could you draw any conclusions about whether your friend had actually hidden any needles in your haystack? No, your sample size is far too small. And yet, the most exhaustive survey of our galaxy by SETI to date has covered only the same, equivalent small fraction of the Milky Way as a galaxy. 
 
      
 
        Serengeti
         offers a slightly different take on the Rare Earth Hypothesis, without making the Earth rare in itself, thus avoiding a conflict with the principle of mediocrity. Instead, 
        Serengeti
         proposes that Earth is located in an opportune position for life, cocooned in a variety of bubbles of superheated, thin interstellar gas formed tens of millions, hundreds of millions, and perhaps even billions of years ago, in the aftermath of various supernova. 
      
 
      
If a supernova occurs too close to Earth, it wipes out life, but at a distance, the remnants of a supernova can spread to cover colossal expanses of space that then insulate Earth from other, closer and potentially lethal supernovas. It's an interesting idea, but just one possibility. 
 
      
 
        Rather than suggesting that Earth is exceptional, 
        Serengeti
         suggests the Milky Way might, perhaps, be subpar in providing the right environment for intelligent life to flourish. Perhaps there's too many supernovas, but we got lucky, being insulated from the worst of them.
      
 
      
The anthropomorphic position (or human centered position) tends to see Earth and everything associated with life as being superior, at the pinnacle of creation, but, perhaps we're inferior in some respects. The Milky Way, instead of abounding like the plains of the Serengeti, may be more harsh and hostile to life when compared with other galaxies, making it more like the Arctic or Antarctic here on Earth. 
 
      
 
        Perhaps the silence that surrounds us is because the Milky Way is below average when it comes to providing the kind of environment that allows intelligent life to abound. 
        Serengeti
         suggests other galaxies may exhibit all the tendencies we have expected to see in our own galaxy.
      
 
      
As SETI sifts through more and more of our galactic haystack, however, we'll learn more about the possibility of intelligent life in outer space and, perhaps, solve the Fermi Paradox once and for all.
 
      
The concept of Local Bubbles providing a nursery to protect life may well be discredited, or may be too weak or too short in duration to be a major factor, but this story is a way of raising the profile of similar possibilities that explain why the Earth is rare without invoking the Earth as being special and unique. For now, SETI is limited to searching for intelligent life within the Milky Way, but there will come a day when technology will allow us to consider life in other galaxies and, perhaps, these galaxies will be teeming with life, just like the Serengeti.
 
      
 
 
      
TRIXIE & ME
 
      
 
        Trixie & Me
         poses an alternative reason for the Rare Earth. Rather than being the first to emerge into the interstellar environment, we may be the last, or at least the latest in a long line. 
      
 
      
Given the length of time it took for intelligence to arise on Earth, numerous other civilizations may have risen and fallen, having gone extinct long before we first stepped out onto the savannah. It could be that we inhabit a celestial graveyard with only the remnants of previous burnt-out civilizations still clinging to existence.
 
      
Recently, Stephen Hawking popularized the notion that one should not shout in a jungle. His point was that we are being rather loud, clumsy and naive about the prospect of alien intelligence, assuming aliens either don't exist or that they would be benign. 
 
      
In a documentary for the Discovery Channel, Hawking stated his thoughts:
 
      
We only have to look at ourselves to see how intelligent life might develop into something we wouldn’t want to meet... I imagine they might exist in massive ships, having used up all the resources from their home planet. Such advanced aliens would perhaps become nomads, looking to conquer and colonize whatever planets they can reach... If aliens ever visit us, I think the outcome would be much as when Christopher Columbus first landed in America, which didn’t turn out very well for the Native Americans.
 
      
Rather than being paranoid, Hawking is encouraging prudence. We have only one planet, one opportunity to emerge into the galaxy.
 
      
Is it likely that a hostile alien race would seek to exploit resources on Earth? Probably not, for a number of interrelated reasons. 
 
      
Our current electromagnetic footprint is so small as to be insignificant. Given the size of the Milky Way, our radio wave emissions extend less than a hundred light-years from Earth, barely 0.1% of the one hundred thousand light-year span of our galaxy. We have made barely a ripple in this pond. In light of this, and the immense distances involved with interstellar travel, only a local alien civilization existing in the same portion of the spiral arm as our solar system could ever possibly discover and contact or reach Earth. Given that the speed of light imposes what appears to be an iron-clad limit on travel, even if someone close to us was to discover our presence and mount an expedition, it is unlikely to reach us any time soon. 
 
      
If alien civilizations are subject to the same economic realities we observe both in commerce and in nature, we can assume that any alien race undertaking such a voyage would probably do so for scientific rather than exploitive reasons. There are just too many other, easier ways to gain resources than flying zillions of miles through space to our tiny planet. 
 
      
The only reason for such a journey would be to sample life, and not for conquest. It's a case of investment versus return. To mount such an undertaking would require a vast investment of time and resources for any alien race, and would only offer a minor return, one that was centuries removed from its initial point of investment. Therefore, the only plausible reason for such an action would be for the scientific exploration of exotic life on Earth. In this story, I've portrayed hostile intent, but I think this is highly unlikely.
 
      
When it comes to the concept of alien conquest, it's interesting to consider the evolution of life on Earth. Within nature, we see a food chain, but we also see numerous species coexisting peacefully, occupying different niches so as to avoid direct competition for limited resources. In the same way, any alien species that were to discover life within our solar system and wanted to move into the neighborhood would probably be more interested in one of the other planets than Earth, simply because their biological origins probably came from a highly different environment, perhaps one closer to Neptune or Titan. Earth might be balmy for us, but it's probably hellish to our neighbors. 
 
      
 
        Whereas stories like 
        Serengeti
         ask what it means to be human in an age of interstellar travel, 
        Trixie & Me
         explores what it means to be conscious and self-aware, regardless of species. 
      
 
      
 
        In 
        The Descent of Man
        , Charles Darwin discusses at length the proposition that the difference between mankind and animals is one of degree not type. The emotions, instinct, intellect and intelligence we so richly enjoy is not unique but rather the most advanced example we know of in the animal kingdom. That cats, dogs, birds, whales, dolphins etc, feel emotions and have a sense of conscious awareness is beyond dispute. 
      
 
      
 
        In the finest traditions of the classic science fiction stories of the 50s and 60s, 
        Trixie & Me
         has a twist intended to vividly ask the question, what if the conscious awareness of a “lower” animal could be transported into the mind and body of a human. How would they react, how would they adapt, what would they think? 
      
 
      
 
 
      
SAVANNAH
 
      
 
        One possibility considered quite plausible in SETI circles is that alien races may have reached a point of singularity, where their mastery of what would equate to computers would allow their minds to be uploaded into a virtual world obscured from the natural universe. In something akin to the movie series 
        The Matrix
        , biological life may have given way to digital life. Indeed, many consider this to be the next step in human endeavors and expect this to be possible within this century.
      
 
      
 
        In 
        Savannah
        , consideration is given to an alternative to the singularity. As attractive as virtualizing life may seem to be, no nuts and bolts machine can compete with 3.8 billion years of evolutionary biology. 
      
 
      
Our bodies are the result of Natural Selection refining nano-technology to form self-sustaining, self-replicating living entities. Apart from the relatively short lives we lead, our bodies and minds are the ultimate form of singularity, capturing intelligent consciousness in a physical, symbiotic host. 
 
      
Rather than reaching a technological singularity, where minds are uploaded into computers, the future of the human race may lie in extending this marvelous machine we call the human body, extending biological life, and enhancing our ability to assimilate thoughts, feelings and memories, etc.
 
      
 
 
      
WAR
 
      
 
        War
         within 
        Galactic Exploration
         is based on the principle of war within nature.
      
 
      
Natural Selection is a byproduct of the scarcity of resources and the law of unintended consequences. Too many seeds fall and too many offspring are born than can possibly be sustained on any patch of ground. Those that survive this natural winnowing process, survive because, all things being equal, some minor trait gave them a slight competitive edge. Like the 100M sprint at the Olympics, winners and losers in the biological race to reproduce are separated by hundreds of a second. That winning edge, if it is an inherited trait, will filter down to successive generations, narrowing the field in each subsequent race, forcing these minor changes in specialization to slowly form new species. 
 
      
Biological expansion is geometric, meaning, unhindered it will expand exponentially. The number of pomegranate seeds found in a single piece of fruit, as an example, is up to 1400, while a single pomegranate tree can produce well over a ton of fruit during the course of its life. Rabbits are another example, with a gestation period of a month and up to 12 offspring in each litter, a single female can, under ideal circumstances, produce up to eight hundred children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren in a single season. Allow those eight hundred to propagate in the same manner as their matriarch and you will end up with roughly half a million rabbits in the next year, all from that one fertile mother. That the world is not overwhelmed with pomegranate trees and rabbits is a testament to the ruthless efficiency of Natural Selection by means of disease, starvation and predation to cull excessive numbers. When it comes to an interstellar species, however, these three natural controls on expansion take on an entirely different context. 
 
      
Disease will not be able to spread through an interstellar species, in the same way as the Atlantic protected South American tribes from smallpox for thousands of years, until, that is, the arrival of Europeans. Were a similar contamination to occur on an interstellar colony, though, it would be much easier to contain because of the tyranny of distance. When it comes to an interstellar civilization, disease will be easy to isolate and contain. Cosmic radiation may well take its place, with bursts from supernovas rendering vast portions of space sterile, but there will be no celestial diseases to curb the expansion of an interstellar species.
 
      
Starvation, or the scarcity of resources, will only be limited by the ability of an interstellar civilization to find and convert the resources it needs to continue expanding. 
 
      
In this regard, the retarding force on expansion will be distance/time hindering trade. The galaxy abounds with usable mineral resources, but they are remote. Even if our current lifespan was increased by a factor of ten, the closest resources outside of our solar system would remain inaccessible to the generation initiating their exploitation. 
 
      
If interstellar civilizations cannot overcome their version of the consumerism that drives humanity, they will strip-mine local resources or adopt a nomadic lifestyle to move between pools of resources. Neither of these approaches, though, is sustainable. Expansion will lead to war.
 
      
Predation is the one constricting force that won't be hindered by interstellar distances. If there are other intelligent life-forms, there will be war. If there aren't, there will be war among the colonies that originated from Earth as they compete for resources and territory.
 
      
Savages, when hard pressed, encroach on each other's territories, and war is the result... they are indeed almost always at war with their neighbors – Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man.
 
      
Any conflict with an alien interstellar civilization will invariably be lopsided, with one side having a considerable advantage over the other. In much the same way as the American Indians never stood a chance against the encroachment of European settlers, interstellar conquest will be almost entirely a one-sided affair.
 
      
_____
 
      
Special thanks to Brian Wells for his assistance with this series, and to my editor, Ellen Campbell for helping with the latest edition. The cover art is from NASA.
 
      
 
        
          http://www.nasa.gov/audience/formedia/features/MP_Photo_Guidelines.html
        
      
 
      
 
        
          http://www.nasa.gov/multimedia/imagegallery/image_feature_1087.html
        
      
 
      
 
        The title for this work might seem mundane but it is actually a tribute to two of the greatest works of science fiction in our times—
        Star Wars
         and 
        Star Trek
        . 
      
 
      
 
        For us, movies like 
        Star Wars
         and TV shows like 
        Star Trek
         are iconic. They're legendary, and yet their titles are actually quite bland and unimaginative. I can just imagine the various TV producers and movie executives hearing these titles for the first time and saying something like, “
        Star Wars—a war in the stars? Really? That's the title? Star Trek—a walk in the stars? That's the best you can come up with?
        ” And so, I chose 
        Galactic Exploration
         is my take on a reboot of 
        Star Trek
        , as in Galactic (Star) Exploration (Trek). There's no Kirk, or Scotty, no Spock or McCoy, but I hope you've warmed to Anderson, Diana, Berry and of course Trixie. 
      
 
      
Please take the time to provide a review with the publisher you brought this book from, or perhaps think about posting a review online, avoiding spoilers. Reader reviews are the lifeblood of any independent author's marketing campaign, so I deeply appreciate your support.  
 
      
You can find a list of all the books I’ve written on my blog. If you would like notification about upcoming books, follow me on Facebook and Twitter.
 
    



 
      
Other books by Peter Cawdron
 
      
 
 
      
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction. You might also enjoy the following novels also written by Peter Cawdron.
 
      
 
 
      
WHAT WE LEFT BEHIND
 
      
Hazel is a regular teenager growing up in an irregular world overrun with zombies. She likes music, perfume, freshly baked muffins, and playing on her x-box—everything that no longer exists in the apocalypse. Raised in the safety of a commune, Hazel rarely sees Zee anymore, except on those occasions when the soldiers demonstrate the importance of a headshot to the kids. 
 
      
To her horror, she finds herself outside the barbed wire fence and struggling to survive. 
 
      
“Five, Four, Three, Two—count your shots, Haze,” she says to herself, firing at the oncoming zombie horde. “Don't forget to reload.”
 
      
 
 
      
HELLO WORLD
 
      
Professor Franco Corelli has noticed something unusual. The twitter account @QuestionsLots is harvesting hundreds of millions of tweets each day, but never posting anything. Outwardly, this account only follows one other twitter account—@RealScientists, but in reality it is trawling every post ever made by anyone on this planet. Could it be that @QuestionsLots is not from Earth?
 
      
 
 
      


MY SWEET SATAN


 
      
 The crew of the Copernicus are sent to investigate Bestla, one of the remote moons of Saturn. Bestla has always been an oddball, orbiting Saturn in the wrong direction and at a distance of thirty-million kilometers, so far away Saturn appears smaller than Earth's moon in the night sky. Bestla hides a secret. When mapped by an unmanned probe, Bestla awoke and began transmitting a message, only it’s a message no one wants to hear: “ I want to live and die for you, Satan .” 
 
      
 
 
      


SILO SAGA: SHADOWS
   
 
      


Shadows
  is fan fiction set in Hugh Howey's Wool universe as part of the Kindle Worlds Silo Saga.  
 
      
Life within the silos follows a well-worn pattern passed down through the generations from master to apprentice, ‘caster to shadow. “Don't ask! Don't think! Don't question! Just stay in the shadows.” But not everyone is content to follow the past.
 
      
 
 
      


THE WORLD OF KURT VONNEGUT: CHILDREN’S CRUSADE


 
      
 Kurt Vonnegut's masterpiece Slaughterhouse-Five: The Children's Crusade explored the fictional life of Billy Pilgrim as he stumbled through the real world devastation of Dresden during World War II.  
Children’s Crusade
  picks up the story of Billy Pilgrim on the planet of Tralfamadore as Billy and his partner Montana Wildhack struggle to accept life in an alien zoo. 
 
      
 
 
      


THE MAN WHO REMEMBERED TODAY


 
      


The Man Who Remembered Today
  is a novella originally appearing in From The Indie Side anthology, highlighting independent science fiction writers from around the world. You can pick up this story as a stand alone short or get twelve distinctly unique stories by purchasing From the Indie Side. 
 
      
Kareem wakes with a headache. A bloody bandage wrapped around his head tells him this isn't just another day in the Big Apple. The problem is, he can't remember what happened to him. He can't recall anything from yesterday. The only memories he has are from events that are about to unfold today, and today is no ordinary day.
 
      
 
 
      


ANOMALY


 
      


Anomaly
  examines the prospect of an alien intelligence discovering life on Earth.  
 
      
Mankind's first contact with an alien intelligence is far more radical than anyone has ever dared imagine. The technological gulf between mankind and the alien species is measured in terms of millions of years. The only way to communicate is using science, but not everyone is so patient with the arrival of an alien spacecraft outside the gates of the United Nations in New York. 
 
      
 
 
      


THE ROAD TO HELL


 
      


The Road to Hell
  is paved with good intentions. 
 
      
How do you solve a murder when the victim comes back to life with no memory of recent events?
 
      
In the 22nd century, America struggles to rebuild after the second civil war. Democracy has been suspended while the reconstruction effort lifts the country out of the ruins of conflict. America's fate lies in the hands of a genetically-engineered soldier with the ability to move through time.
 
      
The Road to Hell deals with a futuristic world and the advent of limited time travel. It explores social issues such as the nature of trust and the conflict between loyalty and honesty.
 
      
 
 
      


MONSTERS


 
      


Monsters
  is a dystopian novel exploring the importance of reading. Monsters is set against the backdrop of the collapse of civilization. 
 
      
The fallout from a passing comet contains a biological pathogen, not a virus or a living organism, just a collection of amino acids, but these cause animals to revert to the age of the mega-fauna, when monsters roamed Earth.
 
      
Bruce Dobson is a reader. With the fall of civilization, reading has become outlawed. Superstitions prevail, and readers are persecuted like the witches and wizards of old. Bruce and his son James seek to overturn the prejudices of their day and restore the scientific knowledge central to their survival, but monsters lurk in the dark.
 
      
 
 
      


FEEDBACK


 
      
Twenty years ago, a UFO crashed into the Yellow Sea off the Korean Peninsula. The only survivor was a young English-speaking child, captured by the North Koreans. Two decades later, a physics student watches his girlfriend disappear before his eyes, abducted from the streets of New York by what appears to be the same UFO. 
 
      


Feedback
  will carry you from the desolate, windswept coastline of North Korea to the bustling streets of New York and on into the depths of space as you journey to the outer edge of our solar system looking for answers. 
 
      
 
 
      


GALACTIC EXPLORATION


 
      


Galactic Exploration
  is a compilation of four closely related science fiction stories following the exploration of the Milky Way by the spaceships Serengeti, Savannah and The Rift Valley. These three generational starships are manned by clones and form part of the ongoing search for intelligent extra-terrestrial life. With the Serengeti heading out above the plane of the Milky Way, the Savannah exploring the outer reaches of the galaxy, and The Rift Valley investigating possible alien signals within the galactic core, this story examines the Rare Earth Hypothesis from a number of different angles.  
 
      
This volume contains the novellas, Serengeti, Trixie & Me, Savannah, and War.
 
      
 
 
      


XENOPHOBIA


 
      


Xenophobia
  examines the impact of first contact on the Third World.  
 
      
Dr Elizabeth Bower works at a field hospital in Malawi as a civil war smolders around her. With an alien spacecraft in orbit around Earth, the US withdraws its troops to deal with the growing unrest in America. Dr Bower refuses to abandon her hospital. A troop of US Rangers accompanies Dr Bower as she attempts to get her staff and patients to safety. Isolated and alone, cut off from contact with the West, they watch as the world descends into chaos with alien contact.
 
      
 
 
      


LITTLE GREEN MEN


 
      


Little Green Men
  is a tribute to the works of Philip K. Dick, hailing back to classic science fiction stories of the 1950s.  
 
      
The crew of the Dei Gratia set down on a frozen planet and are attacked by little green men. Chief Science Officer David Michaels struggles with the impossible situation unfolding around him as the crew are murdered one by one. With the engines offline and power fading, he races against time to understand this mysterious threat and escape the planet alive.
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