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Preface

We live in a unique period of history. Never before
have the future possibilities from technologica
progress been so clear to our species. And yet, with
that great understanding comes the humbling
realization that the more we learn, the less we seem to
know.

At one time, in our distant past, our ancestors
understood that the world, the Earth, was héré
was the points of light in the night sky were tiny
and close, covering a thin shell resting over the
planet. This view survived, in different forms, for
thousands of years. It was small, it was accepted, and
it was comfortable.

Over time, specificallyhe last five centuries or so,
our view has changed, expanded. Now we understand
that the universe is vastl56 billion light years wide
is the latest estimatefar vaster than most of us can
imagine. Current theories attempting to unify the
fundamental phsical forces suggest there may be ten
dimensions. And some physicists believe the
universe, while bounded, may be infinite in both time
and space.

This expanded awareness of the continuum: time,
space, and dimension, to which we are now privy,
leads us toformulate views of the universe and
intelligence that could never have been contemplated



by our predecessors. The simplisticultiverse of
only a halfcentury ago has given way to the
manifold, which may house a milieu of membrane
universes or branes.

Furthermore, a dawning awareness of the
limitations of organic life and mind, combined with
an ever greater appreciation for the potential of
machine have led some to postulate that any god that
may exist in this manifold could very well be a
machine intellignce.

Diving penfirst into this bold new frontier are the
up and coming speculative fiction writers of
Writing.Com. Some of their work, collected here,
will take you on a trip through possible realities. Hold
on because you may travel far out, deep wijtlin
even sideways into the strange and sometimes fearful
unknown. We hope you enjoy the ride.

EH Rydberg
Harrogate, UK






The Golden Door

by W.D. Wilcox

W.D.Wilcox is a new and upcoming writer of
horror fiction. He has had several short stogippear
in major publications: T
sal e at Amazon. com, 6Kud
out of Kentucky, as well as many Webzines across
the web. He lives happily with his wife and four
wonderful daughters in the Seattle, Washingt@aar



THERE WAS A RENTIn the fabric of the
universe, and Duncan, broad faced and half sobbing,
stood at the very threshold. His physical body had
never entered this realm before and he braced his
mind for its reaction to the Infinite. Without
hesitatinghe ripped the membrane open, bent low,
and entered the other world.

As he stood upright, his body convulsed from lack
of oxygen. He calmed himsélffocused his will on
his breathing adjusted his perception. His inrer
being persuaded his brain that this wesathable air:
his brain told his lungs, and his lungs, finally
agreeing, took a deep breath of ether.

Dawn approached, sharp and chill, as Duncan
scanned the oblique landscape. The stars blew about,
unrestricted and whirling in the endlessness above;
the planets dangled by strings, reminding him of a
childhood mobile that had once hung in his bedroom.
Looking at the geodesic panorama, he tried to adapt
his vision to the irregularity of the fourtimension.

Mooneyed, he followed the growdine of sone
tubular vegetation that weaved in and out of a
maddening, floresceiitiue river. He floated just
inches above the rolling grass, the strength of his will
grasping at a pinpoint of light in the distafice
directing his body toward it.

His mind registered ik surroundings as Limido
the world inbetween the worlds. One could easily get
lost here, staring into the evehanging void
foreve® to become a shadow of shadows. He
ignored the vast stretches of distance and time as only
illusion, and concentrated onstgoal.

He knew the entrance to the paradisiacal heavens
would be well protected. What form the Guardian
would take, he did not know, but was sure it would be



everwatchfub never letting him pass. He prepared
his mind for the inevitable battle ahead.

He cane to a dead halt. A beautiful field of roses
stood perfect before him and his mind was whisked
awayd playing in the garden. Each flawless blossom
would erupt as he passed nearby sending btedd
petals into the air. He grappled with the vision, felt
what he saw was quite natural, understandable, even
though it was a false reality.

He tried to focus on the task ahead as rose petals
melted on contact with his skin and he could taste
their sweetness through his flesh. As he marveled at
how this could be hagming, the vision disappeared
as suddenly as it had come, and he found himself at
the gateway to the heavens.

Evening light sent long shadows into the rose
garden. The pseuduerspective of the room had been
chosen to produce surroundings of restfutusity,
but Duncan knew it for what it really wésa walled
prison.

The door slid open, admitting the tall, besienny
project manager wearing the forkkghting insignia
of PSI Branch. inAh, t her
find you here. o

Altods hlkairmd t@f get | ost i
cringed at the thought of what the tech officer might
have in store for hi m. f
the poking and prodding of your medical team. It is
the only room | eft t 0 me
caner as and hidden microph

The head of PSI Branch
is beauti ful her e, i snot



AwWhat do you want? | 06ve
the time to stop and smell
AUh. .. thatdostdsuehendogh
want to run a few more te:
Duncan paled. fATests?0

ifYes, l 6m afrai d so. 0

fiBut thatés al l you wever
home. l Om through with yol
fiDuncan. .. Duncan, | ook af

birdlike with long nose, pointed chin, narrow mouth.
His eyes made quick darting movements about the
room. fALook, you Kk ndowhathow
it can mean for the entire world. If we succeed in
breaking through into other dimensidnsther
worldsg it will change the face of the planet forever!
It will solve overpopul ati on, t he
probl em, make space propul

it could also be wused
Perhaps, if you could turn this enlightenment over to
all the other nationsvec oul d. . . O

iNow, now, now. .. weobve
hundred times. There are many enemies of our
country that we would have to exclude from this type
of knowledge. 0

Duncan tried to swallow with a dry throat. An
overriding awar enedNathing hur
can be excluded from life, Brodrick. It is all one

thing. o

AiThat is very astut e, bu
who would | i ke to see our
He plucked a rose, handed
know, we 6 ve puteriratherbaclwof p s i

your neck. It will amplify your latent abilitiés
enable you to better tap into your psi energies. You



are probably already feeling the effects, but we need
to test it.o
I'tdos all about this Op
nWel | | ywehsa,t  twhea tclasl | t h
He quickly <checked his
creatures, including humans, who conceal such a
focus within themselves. Just think, if you could walk
into...into nothing and reappear light years away;
jump from planet to @inet, world to world, without
ever using a ship; look at a man with an incurable
disease, and the disease would be cured; read

N

peopleds minds...raise t|
AYou make it sound as i f
iYes! | f you ar e nkyeu p s
are, then you could be.

The Guardian stood twice as tall as a man. Shaped
like a sawtooth lizard with scaly yellow plates and
stalked eyeswiveling left, then right. Duncan could
smell the stink of the creat@esickly sweet with
overtones of soured cream and stagnant water. It took
a step toward him with a taloned foot.

Behind the creature, he could see the heavy golden
door built smoothly into a marbled wall of green.
There was an ornate handle upon it cast in the form of
a sunlorst with long projecting rays.

Time slowed to a grinding, creeping pace for him;
his every sense focused on the giant lizard. He tasted
the terror in his mouth as the lizard twisted showing
its narrow, birdlike head. Its beak mouth opened to
reveal a forked black tongue, and he could smell the
fetid swamp ooze upon its breath. The batisk of
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the thing overpowered his senses and forced him to
close his burning eyes.
The monsterbs stalk eyes

Duncan opened his eyes. The youngditech was
placing a | arge metallic
not move suddenly or try to jerk away. The
microfilament probes within this bowl will cause you

great discomfort if you d«
Duncan felt something touch his scalp in many
places, a crawlingandi ckl i ng sensat

this thing?06 he asked, hi
ears.

AThis is a psi enhancer,
wal | behind me?0

He stared straight ahead under the lip of the bowl
and saw a gray, fedtturoel e:

inWe want you to focus o
somet hing on it that weol |

ACreate something?o

ifiYeah, you know, Il i ke a
The t ech finished adj ust
l uck, 0 he said, tampmpfing t]I

Duncan heard the faint drone of the machinery as it
was turned on. The hum became louder like a swarm
of bees. The wall suddenly blinked alive, became a
rich and glassy green. It began to crawl with
iridescent purple lines. They wiggled and crawled
over the wall like countless glowing worms. The
worms became snaki&sundreds of them.

He focused on the wall, watched one snake pull its
head from the flat surface, tearing open the
membrane that separated their worlds. It turned and



looked at him with ldck eyes. Opening its mouth, it
revealed rows of endless gshaped teeth dripping a
liquid silvery substance off their sharp points. The
snake flowed from the wall to the floor, came
forward stoppi ndseveardl mddeu n
followed its path.

Therewas screaming, and he saw a raech run
byd one of the purple snakes attached to his inner
thigh, withering and twisting its body as it tore his
flesh.

AGet out ! Ge't out! o son
theydre everywherel o

Duncan concentrated on the wallbigan to shift
into fantastic scenery from other dimensions. Like a
window into another world, he watched a celestial
body with three different colored moons; another
with an azure forest stretched out across a glowing
planet of red. The scenes flashed the images so
stunningly beautiful to behold that he wept. He
deliberately reached up and ripped the helmet from
his head. Ignoring the horrible pain of the
disconnecting micrg@robes, he stood amidst a floor
seething with purple snakes, and approaches th
barrier.

His eyes stayed focused on the landscape filled
with bloodred roses and a florescesitie river. He
realized that this was the way to the freedom he so
desperately sought; the way out of this concrete pit of
despair and insane poweungry men Without
hesitating, he ripped the membrane open, bent low,
and stepped into the wall. Like switching off a light,
the snakes vanished, and the wall went completely
blank.



The creature swung toward him, waddling forward
on its four short legs. Duncdreard the scratching of
its talons upon the marbled floor that partially
covered the ground in front of the gateway. Now he
saw the resemblance between the monster and
Brodrickd knew it would test him.

ANo more tests! o he yell
turned, and majestically waved a hand. Somewhere,
there was a great howling of nsound, but he
ignored it as a dancing sword of flame came into
being next to his outstretched hand. The
Brodrick/Lizard paused took a step backwards.

The monstrous face opendd beak, smelled him

with its darting tongue,
spoke. AfiThereds al ways so
knowbt hat 6s the way it is

The creaturebds voice rasp
infinite system where anythdg can happen, a place of
constant change. The one sure truth is: things
change. 0

il have changed! o Duncart
changed me forever!o

The guardian roared, snapping its teeth inches from
Duncands face. I nstinctiyv
ittthe tip grazing the monst

The beast screamed again, this time in pain, as dark
purple blood oozed from its snout. Shaking its huge
head, it backed up to the gate, its snlike tongue
gingerly plunging in and out of its wound. Duncan
approachedi

The great lizard positioned itself flat upon the
ground, laid its giant head between its front legs.
Warily it eyed the swodf i nal |y spoke.



let you enter. Only the psi energy of the dead may
pass. o0

AWhat is this great pow

The Brodrick/lizard would not answer.

Duncan swung the sword again, saw the trail of
flames it | eft behind. !

The lizard flinched, tried to back further away, then
reali zed it was trapped
mankind acting together represeats gr eat ps
it sai d. AiLi ke an energy
this force religion. Sometimes we give it an
i ndependent focus of act.i

Awareness erupted i nto
phenomenon you call psi focus. Tell me what
hapgened to the first lonely human that tapped into
this energy?o

AHe was condemned as a ¢
He did not have the knowl

Duncan rai sed the f I ami
knowl edge. 0 He pointard t
iAnd I know how to use
movement, he thrust the blade into the head of the
monster, heard it moan softly, then watched as its
body begin to dissipate. Its molecules separated and
twisted around into small swarms of darkened
sphered a threedimensional shadow cast into a
fourth-dimensional universe. The spheres flew about
his head like maddened bedisen crashed into the
golden door. Duncan watched as it silently swung
open.

Stepping through the doorway, he came face to
face and mindo mind with the infinite numbers of
beings that had passed before him, had passed fron
the life of the physical and entered into the center of
this fourth dimension. In that instant he was with



10

them, was part of them, fully understanding the
connection bieveen all objects along the universe and
their relative power one over another. Projecting his
will across those relationships, he moved across them
faster than thought.

For a moment, he felt himself on a mountaintop,
and there was a mountaintop beneaih. tHe blinked
into existence at the office of the project manager,
smiled as the startled Brodrick spilled hot coffee onto
his lap, and then moved on.

The infinite universe lay at his fingertips.

It felt like home.
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Sexy Rockets

by Ben Parris

Ben Paris, a founding direc
Museum Row, is best known as the author of the
WADE OF AQUITAINE trilogy, Book One of which
is currently out and has been an Amazon Kindle
Bestseller in two categories for 4 weeks. Having
immersed himself in a vty of writing, editing, and
public speaking projects for twenfive years, his
range includes education, journalism, music, and
technical subjects as well as fantasy and science
fiction. He hails from the hotbed of Brooklyn
creativity that inspired Artir Miller and Mel Brooks
at his alma mater, and is currently contributing to the
treasury of county history. He can be reached at
Wade.Author@gmail.com or through
http://myspace.com/wadeofaquitainebook
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While one was driven by greed, and another by
hatred, the worst trouble was from the one driven by

loyalty.
TYCHO BASE, THE MOON , MAY 22, 2030

TYCHO CONTROL HALTEDthe countdown for
Eagle Il at T minus 1 hour, and 1lminute. The crew
sighed at the frozen clock and unbuckled in unison,
innocent of any knoledge of what had happened.

The problem could have been a clogged defroster,
a balky retracting bolt, or a faulty pressure sensor that
held them mooibound. It could have been that one
of the astronauts sneezed. It might have been any
careless thing, butbserver Benjamin Saffire knew
that it was not. He knew enough now to be worried
sick.

As he placed the critical phone call and waited for
a connection, Ben recalled the bizarre way his week
began. He sat in the harmless little training class for
educatorsnew to the expanded moon base, and in
Benos case, new to the mc
how to move around in low gravity, and how to spot
the red safety grips if you found yourself airborne and
out-of-control. Fun stuff for the strong of stomach.
The sesion had hardly begun before a secret service
type yanked him into a private meeting in a remote
l ocati on, and wuttered the
Tycho Base command was waiting for him.
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iCan you repeat what y
Toner ?20 Bed his tosedwitched at the stale
cigarette air. Although a rare smell these days, it was
one he hadnot forgotten.
lawbreaker.

AYoudre not in the mild@
may call me Cat hy. o

AThe sweet talk begi nsé:d
AYoubwomi nd me very swe
fGener al Cathy then, o h
with Ben, if you Ilike. 0
iBen, I asked you if y C
carry a gun. o

Ben | aughed wuneasily. H
know that the life of an educator could be that
dangerous. 0

Her mouth pursed in a t|

Ben Saffire was a Solar System Ambassador, or
SSA, from way back in the days when NASA and the
Jet Propulsion Laboratory created the role as a
nationwide group of educators formed to bridge th
gap between scientists and lay people. He had come
to the moon in exactly
planet hopping, his title turned out to be more literal
than the fanciful turn of phrase born in some PR
department 6s dreams.neet
when NASA found out that Saffire was formerly one
of the top three federal investigators in the Treasury
Department, that part of his background took
precedence.

Al dm an ol d man, o6 said
your sol diers. o

ifThe age fsodal secoritybegiostat 85 g
these days, and we only have one sixth the gravity of
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Earth so you must be feel
told that parts of you ar ¢
AWoul dnét you Il i ke to kne¢
She consulted a file in front of her and read fram i
ARSubj ect has had hear-t, |
grown and enjoys an excellent physical training
regimen. His intelligence quotient remains in the top
t wo percent of personnel .
AiWhen did you change my 1
iWe renew Yyoutwoyeasn®nedagt
you should read what you sign. We have authority to
utilize your full talents. The fact is we need you. Do
you believe in the ideals ofCORPS and NASA?
Are you loyal to the Unit
By teaming up with NASA to save mey, F
CORPS, the International Coalition of Rocketry and
Planetary Science, had all but made a segment of
competing industry superfluous. By this date in 2030,
I-CORPS was celebrating the f0@unch from their
moon base to Mars, a bitter pill for theimnquished
competition to swall ow. E
request had something to do with the reported threats
against {CORPS, something that Ben took

personally.

iYou know that I do, and
you needéCathyéaocdnl!l édssi st
Gener al Toner t ook a d

Consiglio, a former employee of Virgin Galactic,
applied to us for a job recently. We turned her down
when we found out she had been fired for
embezzIl ement . We donodt h a
competentd trace it further, but we suspect that she

is now helping someone funnel money from |
CORPS to Colin Parma. o
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ASo sheds back in the el
Ben, thinking of all the high flying criminals he
brought down in his time.

AWebre bonspingcpyp case. ¢

fiParma is the for mer CE
founded Sexy Rocket s, | n
ARSexy Rocket s, yes, 0 ac

obvious disgust.
nltos on t he New Yor k

SXY. | own 5,000 shares.
i We know t briags ,me two hhe cther
reason that | chose you.

being held on the moon in two days. That will be
your cover and your way |

ASo my cover is to be m
as i f shedd bl own smoke.
investigator from Earth?
here thatdés beyond what
fYes, Ben, our intellig

with the contracts of many of the old companies
shutting down, the illicit funds to Parma are being
chokedof . Col inds profile s
of violent measures to do something about it. Our
onehundredth launch is coming up, and that would

be a prime target. You Wwi
il can investigate for
tanglewithpepl e | i ke Colin Par

She looked away, possibly trying to remember
where she hid the cigare
youbre supposed to be, h
that . o

Ol d Bends young heart w;:
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In World War Il, pilots dubbedti nose art;
everything from dice, to cartoon characters, to- life
size sexy models in various states of undress were
lovingly rendered near the nose of an airplane to
cheer up the fliers far from home. Officers allowed
and even encouraged the practice bseahe entire
aircrew would develop affection for the machinery
that kept them alive. Sexy Rockets, Inc., or SRI,
began its first production run with a duplicate of one
of the actual pictures used in the war; a woman
dressed only in a sheer body stockingd gpatent
leather high heel shoes reclining sleepily on a cloud
with the "HHeadvleinned fTthey w
reproduce fiLucy Qui pment,
a naked fAnSatanodés Little Si
tail. The headquarters of Sexy Rockels¢., on
Tycho Base was decorated to commemorate their
premiere image.

Il nsi de of Sexy Rocket s
companyobés founder, Col in
player and coach, puffed out his chest for an
audi ence. AToday we st a
gove nment gone wild, 0 he s
has no appreciation of private industry, a government
that is willing to sacrifice our futures. It is up to us to
put an end to it by proving to this government that
they cannot function on their own. If thayant to
commerciali ze space, they

Hidden behind the titillating corporate image,
Parma knew the power of his speech. By turns, it was
inspirational, stirring, and chilling. He swept his
unfocused gaze across the group as if he wera i
vast amphitheater full of people rather than in a small
room with an audience of fifteen. This particular
speech had to be ma d e [
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cooperation in this matter is something | call loyalty.
The agreement we make this day is what | @gdhct.

But the Coalition calls those things treason and
conspiracy, punishable by death. So you had better be
damned sure youobre with
breathe a word to anyone, then either way, your neck
is in the noose, and unlike the Presidefnthe United
States, I dond6t hand out

Bob DeSanto listened like a hawk spying distant
prey. What Parma never mentioned overtly was that
there was a fortune to be made. When DeSanto hearc
the word fispacedo he thou
U.S. Government did the heavy lifting before
distributing the spoils to the big corporations. He
pictured himself as John Pierpont Morgan,
monopolizing banking, steel, and agriculture. If the
government could be made to see that they were
incapable of makingravel to Mars routine, then they
would have to turn it over to private industry just as
they did with the conquered land in theé"i#nhd 26
centuries.

DeSanto nodded in calculation. He watched Parma
flexing his muscled shoulders as if he hoped someone
would notice. The man might carry off his empire
building by the strength of his ego, but he was too
many parts peacock to fully appreciate the financial
i mplications. | f Colin P
DeSanto would gladly take it.

Brenda Consiglio, ats in the audience, barely
heard anything. She had
in order to get even for losing her job and being
blacklisted. Many of the aerospace positions in
private industry were in the process of shifting back
to the FCORPS payroll, witch meant government,
and Brenda could never get government clearance
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after her embezzlement from Virgin Galactic. The
only path open for her after that was more crime. As
she stood there in Par mac
experience of literally seeing fghes of red in the air

from the angry blood rushing to her eyes: anger for
the people who caught her, and infuriation for those
who woul dnoét | et her for.
everyone on her list in a world of hurt. Stealing their
money was the only washe knew, and the best way

to hit them where they lived.

Carl Breed came late to the meeting and was
initially unrepentant for it. He arrived thinking this
was a rally inspired by a group of perfidious leeches
like his sometime friend, Bob DeSanto. Howeve
when he got there, the scholar in him was drawn to
t he organizationds fl ag,
Par ma. The flag said, 6Jo
a rattlesnake diced into sections. Some knew the old
wives tale that you could restore a cut umalse
before sundown and it would live. Breed recognized
the work and the sentiment as a reapy of
Benjamin Franklinds desig
colonists to a succession of causes ending with the
revolution that made America. The rattlesnake,
unique to the colonies, only attacked when it was
threatened. It turned deadly if stepped on. Only
instead of eight sections of snake labeled for Albany
Congress regions, this flag had five sections labeled
as the five major competing companies in the space
industry. The head of the rattler was labeled Sexy
Rockets. This message of unity resonated with Carl
Breed, and gave him a reason to participate. If Colin
Parma were an intellectual with principals, then
Breed would gladly follow him.
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When the meeting endethe group had formed a
pact as solemn as a river of blood. Each of the SRI
V. Po6s, DeSant o, Consi gl
general assignments for bringing dow8ORPS, and
their own reasons for d
lieutenants, it was up to them teork out the
methods.

Just off the firing range, Ben flinched as though he
had forgotten something. The unfamiliar experience
of having a nearly weightless gun in his holster made
Ben feel perilously unarmed. He kept reaching over
to make sure it wadiere. Was there ever anything so
strange, he wondered, as a Solar System Ambassado
with a gun? Saffire, a space fanatic since he
witnessed the first televised moonwalk in 1969 at the
age of 7, had doubted that he, or any ordinary citizen,
would walk thatsame path in his lifetime. Yet the
practical application of seleplicating robots, first
demonstrated at Cornell University in 2005, and of
course the formation ofCORPS, greatly accelerated
the Moon to Mars development schedule. His strange
odysseyadok him from childhood dreams of space, to
being a Fed, and finally an educator working under
cover for the Feds.

Shrugging off the philosophical panorama, he got
to work thinking like a criminal. General Toner
surmised that Consiglio was the weak link SRI.
Now if | were an embittered Brenda Consiglio, how
would | funnel money from-CORPS to Colin Parma
at Sexy Rockets? And if | were the Ben Saffire from
my days in the Criminal Investigation Division at
Treasury, what would | do about it? For a bestart
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on those questions, what might Colin Parma be
planning next?

Just a hakilometer away, Parma was priming
himself for a scheduled meeting with his closest
advisor, pursuing the only hobby he had, which was
exercise. He hefted free weights abodvis head,
believing that they added more bulk. He also believed
that it was the shoulders that made a man look big,
healthy and formidable. Therefore he somewhat
neglected other muscles in favor of the anterior,
lateral, and posterior deltoids. When no owas
around, he did a lot of complex, slow movements
with dumbbells. With company on the way, he pulled
out the showy clean and jerk.

Carl Breed arrived in time to see Parma poised to
thrust a pair of baby elephants over his head. He
made a big show, grung and hissing through his
teeth on the final push, then letting the whole
business crash to the ground noisily so his audience
could get the best sense of how heavy it was. To get
the moon equivalent of 300 pounds on his bar, he
imported over 1,800 pods of Earth weight; the
apparatus looked truly gigantic. Reaching for a towel,
he said, il di dnot see yoc
l ucky you werendt in my wi

Not trusting himself to

can | do for our pact tod:
i Wel | snaaismiled) andPthen turned deadly
serious. il donot bel i eve
smal | Do you grasp that ?
Al think | do. o
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AfNegoti at.
negotiate f

nYes, sir. o

Parma held thediut enant i n his
understand we need a spectacular disaster to cow the
I-CORPS. And we need it da

Al already have somé@t hi |
il donot want t o hear
prohibits that discussion. Justltede that you can do
it, that you can give me the crippling advantage we
require.o

Al ol | need DeSantods he

On principal, Parma wanted his team
compartmentalized to limit their knowledge if caught.
Aside from that, he wanted to limit their teaming up
and becoming a threat to him. He looked carefully at
his advisor. Breed might be smart but those sloped
shoulders bespoke a man of secondary ambitions. His
deltoids looked withered to nothing. DeSanto, the
money man, was the same way, if not worse.
Sometims a pair could work together harmlessly.
AThat sounds to me |ike
plan to hear. If | give you DeSanto, can you
proceed?0

ifYes, Mr . Par ma, I can

AThen get to work. o

ng from stren
rom an unequal

Ben entered the Sexy Rockets headquarters
buildingont he pretext of atte
meeting, but he never arrived there. Instead he
proceeded through forbidden corridors decorated with
one piece of racy nose art or another. General Toner
had given Ben a floor plan so he knew exactly where
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he wasgoing. The way it was decorated, however,
was a big surprise, altho
have been. Most of the pictures were offensive
enough to get the company in a lot of trouble if they
were ever to be selected for rocket production. As he
walked, he saw the poster reproductions of the all
naked AReady For Duty, o N
Mai d, 06 which of course wa
too awkward for cleaning. Even more shocking were
the ones in the executi v
ANoBbrshuns, 0 and AThe Co
them were faithful reproductions actually considered
acceptable ninety years earlier.

Ben figured he had a few minutes in the clear.
Unlike the movies, no one had their eyes glued to all
the security cameras atetime, and quite possibly
there was no one looking at all. The recordings that

got revi ewed | ater woul dn
problem in a big company was a random employee,
and they didnodt usually a

confident you knew whergou were going.

Ben found Bob DeSantods
enl argement of AHot TO& Tr
smoked glass that prevented seeing into the room past
a couple of feet. He reached for the door, getting so
far as to wrap his fingers aroutite knob.

The command, iYou, stop
him. It came from a guard, and not an old geezer like
Ben. Although the young man had not drawn a gun
yet, he was twitching towards it.

While Ben showed no hint of apprehension, the
guar d dkstupidoor seémoto be in any mood
for games. The Al dm a | it
di dnét seem that clever al
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Benos advantage was t h
someone you send for a breiak Rather, he fit the
profile of an authority figug, and he had experience
being one.

il found this door open,

AWhodo@are
AiDo you
t this i
rs open?

e guard ried it. Al t
es, it is |l ocked NOW.
en it becomes my job to go aroundlweking

s for you?o

speak Engli sh
S a secure ar
0
t

o
ot 0 =

>

W
d

1 do you have you
steal them?0
e right on my bel
it! Show me téemat
r. o

Oa | have to

AOpen it now!o

The guard glared at him helplessly, and then turned
around to check his keys. As soon as the key was in
the |l ock and began to tu
the back of his head. Even in light gravitye thutt of
a gun was as hard as ever.

Ben nestled the guard in a guest chair near the
window, so people would think that DeSanto had
company. Once in proxi mi
Ben used a wireless device that-gmssed the
password protection. On tleemputer itself, the first
thing he found was an email that indicated DeSanto
would be back in twenty minutes, at which time he
had asked Brenda Consiglio to meet him there. While
that span might be enough margin for what Ben

ST DISIO St O
(@]
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needed to do, things would getry complicated if
those two showed up early.

Deeper in the files, Ben found little trace of
Consigliobs or Breedos d
system. Nonetheless, to his wihined eyes, there
was no mistaking the path of the funds that were
misappropiated from FCORPS. It passed through
shell corporations, all the way back to SRI, backed by
invoices that duplicated work previously performed.
Within five or six repeated commands, Ben
forwarded the evidence to a safe holding file, and had
what remainedof the money transferred back to
where it belonged. Life was good.

Then he discovered one more thing: a power
overload was building in the secondary Tycho Base
reactor, and it was set to route t€ ORPS launch
pad where it would either channel a melt doam
provide the trigger to an explosion when it reached
critical mass. Most of the people in the program and
hundreds of spectators would be killed. He could not
guess how far the devastation would spread.

He now had ten minutes be
While he tried frantically to shut it down, he was
no engineer. His first responsibility was to send the
nonspecific emergency signal to the launch crew.
That part went smoothly. The countdown was halted
at one hour and one minute. What Tycho Control
couldrd t know was that t heir

even if they did not launch. They had no reason to
evacuate. As Ben tried to contact General Toner, all
he could do was think furiously and wait. A
screensaver came up showing a mocking J.P. Morgan
blowing 3D smdke rings that seemed to float right
out into the room. It was so realistic it nearly made
Ben cough.
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The call to Toner terminated and the next two
redials terminated as we
contact with him. He was afraid of that. As an agent,
it was unlikely the General would allow him to blow
his cover.

If someone came in after Ben, his visit would be
betrayed by his sweat droplets on the keyboard. By
now, steam would be building up in the Tycho
cooling system, levels of pressure those vessele
not designed to withstand, dangerously close to the
core itself. Ben had never remarried after his wife
died long ago. The sudden loss scared his son off
marriage too. He found himself thinking about it at
odd times. Or maybe not so odd; deep downywas
doing the math. If he took a horrible decision upon
himself, how many lives did it affect? While he had
been powerless in the ca
right that he had to decide which lives counted more.

Finally, he did the only thing he call He
attempted to change the code for the power
overl oaddés destination.
explosion, he might be able to make it happen in a
less lethal setting. He had no time to be sure if it
worked. He fled with his gun drawn, ready to shoot
his way out. He was so angry, he almost hoped the
gunplay would be necessary.

An explosion in a building on the Moon is unlike
anything ever heard on Earth. Everyone experienced
it differently. To those inside the epicenter at Sexy
Rocket Headquarters,including Consiglio and
DeSanto, it sounded like a horrific shockwave just
beginning, then suddenly gone silent as the air
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conducting the sound escaped into the void. The
airborne victims had exactly enough time to discern
the eerie changeover before thikgd.

To those in other buildings, the sound continued,
volume dampened, a mixture of the air inside those
buildings conducting sound, and the rest lost to
intervening space.

To those outside of the buildings, walking or
perhaps running on the surfaceeliBen, it was a
greatly muted rumble traveling along the ground and
emerging inside their spacesuits with all the
harmonics gone.

No one recognized what they were hearing and
feeling. Few suspected a disaster. Pieces of the
building, large and small, trietb escape the gravity
of the moon, including one with a picture of a high
heeled shoe and"deaegrena |

Most of the conspirators were in the habit of
spending as little time as possible at the offices of
Sexy Rockets. That was hoitvhappened that Carl
Breed was still alive. He figured that his boss Parma
lived as well. As soon as Breed checked out the
explosion and discovered that the Mars destination
launch pad was still there, while his own SRI HQ had
been blasted to oblivion, lealled the Moorto-Earth
spaceport to ready a ship; there was nowhere on the
l unar surface t hat he C (
retribution for his failure and the catastrophic
outcome. Paler than an alreggigie Moon inhabitant,
Breed ran for a protective spasuit.

That was where Parma expected him to go. Breed
saw Parmabds dark face, an
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when he realized Parma had him cornered and that
the man was well ar med.
youdre wrong, 0 said Biee
to you. o

AWho do you really work
Par ma. AFor whom €CORKRP$2a
The way he sighted down his gun barrel at Carl
Breed, it seemed like the answer was a clerical
matter.

i No, I di d what you wan
meant to blow up the launch. He could be the one
who switched it. o

I checked on him. He 6 s
What about Brenda? She
Al so dead. o

I honored our pact. o
arma shrugged, enjoying the flex of his shoulders.
dondot t hi ndkandyou, soTah arg
ive. 0

[ know 0 | ooks bad
Loyalty to a cause is
round. But the damnedest thing about loyalty, Mr.
Breed, i s that itds so e
last lieutenant.

= 1
oDt — — P St St S S

Ben Saffire sat in fronbf the giant window and
watched his car come tog
far along the assembly line. Mobile robots brought
the parts over for the stationery robots to weld. Tiny
robots, shown on a separate screen, assembled the
electronics. He decidethat watching megaechs
and nanemechs at work on your own design was
much better entertainment than a carwash.
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Technically, this was a moon rover, but to Ben it was
still basically a car.
A more relaxed General Cathy Toner joined him.
ADono6t fotgegbuwhdag | ittl
Now that it was all over but the cleanup, he
realized that Cathy, who must have been in her mid
506 s, was very attractiyv
women of 30 looked when he was a kid. He could get
used to the cigarette odor if lad to. She probably
had her lungs cleared on a regular basis.

iltdés the | east you coul
shares of Sexy Rockets is
at the <car. Al 6m thinking

Sisteré6 on the front. o
She laughedi Dondét you dare. 0

AWhere did Colin Parma g:¢
AfHe made it to Mars. We
AiMars is a big place to
into the mining tunnels ai
AOnly someone with his ec¢
outforb ng. o

AfJust dondt ask me to go
Then she moved cl oser, r

never do thatéprobably.

asking, how come you had all those internal organs
replaced, but you didnét

your hair?od

fi lThought that if | looked old, people would leave

me al one. 0

She slipped her arm unde
work out, did it?0
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reader.
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Deep Blue, presence

humming in pure radiates,

artificial and complacent, within

white walled environmental control.

Lights a liquid spark, blinking out to opal thoughts:
guasars, cloning, and neocortical bishops to queen 4...
Air-raid sirens wail out in bruised twilight,

screeching across desolate concrete,

as hot winds hiss, and blow the ashes

of the purged virusbés dec:
With what remains,

cool processors ponder,

could I do better?
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K40506A

by M. Elizabeth Bomhower

STEVEGOS COMPIETAgdn. FRO

i Oh, C ome on, man . | g
Pl ease? Not now...dondot
It did.

He rubbed his jaw and growled.

AiThat s alright, you ju
screen. fAOne more montdhé
your ass is history.o

The hourglass cursor flashed defiantly at him,
oblivious to his threats.

He scowled and typed a quick sting of
miscellaneous keys, hoping to see them appear on his
spreadsheet.

Nothing. The damn thing was busy: thinking,
thinking, thinking.

He shook his head and berated himself. He
shoul débve known better t
hadnot even had the dami
before it started acting up. It really seemed to enjoy
freezing up on him; making it impossible to ave
save his wor k b-+dotoThat, aimde 6
the fAterminal -ereatnehé it
blinked, of cour se .-wardHe 6
sweepers, clear the temp files, defrag the hard drive,
and run virus scans, virtually every day, justkeep
it working.

AThi s sucks, o he -nodm ne
convertedto-homeo f f i c e wal |l s. Mé
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wait until he could afford that new XPS. Now, that
was one badss system; eat this one for breakfast.

This little piece of shit could be chustt right into
the recycle bin for all he cared.

He | eaned forward and pr e

Nothing. The damn hourglass still taunted him, like
it had all the time in the world to devhateverthe
hell it was doing.

He pushed off from the desk and wheel&udelf
into the center of the small room. With a disheartened
sigh, he crossed his arms over his chest and, having
no other choice, waited.

He just prayed that it w
Mobius loop of computer eternity, leaving leave him
no choice, bt to controlalt-delete; rebooting and
loosing all his work in the process. Again.

ADammit Steveéwhy do you
He never shoul ddéve bought
he needed to back it up, at least, once an hour. Now
he might not even géthe chance.

Stupid freakind hourgl as:s

The | aptopbés blinking 1
still thinking about some
have a clue as to what. Probably wondering of how
best tofuck with Steve some motee thought with a
scowl

He wheeled back over, reached forward, and
tapped AENntero twice.

The screen suddenly flipped to a Google search.

He leaned forward.

I't was searching for AKA4C(

AiOoh-kby. 0O He guessed tha
string of characteogetdedd
response. And itdd appar ¢
matching websites.
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He huffed to himself, C |
for shits, and scrolled down the list. The first one was
a picture from an online photo albdna family
barbeque. The second was item number for a patio
umbrella on eBay.

The third, however, depicted an odd white planet
with grainy textured space around it. It had a Caltech
web address.

AiNo shit.o He stared at
then slid his cursor over to the Caltechkliand
double clicked it.

The screen paused, blank white for a moment,
before Google delivered him to the webpage.

The site was as bland as could be; just a pale blue
background and red, Times New Roman, font. There
wer enobt any gr aphdtewna n
contact email. From what he could make out, the text
referred to a set of GPS coordinates; something called
ASant ao. On | Santg the jollyeaolsl guy t
with reindeer, but t he n
He guessed it was that credfitte, ghostwhite, one
that hedd seen on the se:

But, aplanetc al | e d Sant a? He 6
heard of that before.
Matter of fact , the | at

astronomy guys was that they had demoted Pluto;
which, he thoughtsuckel as it was his astrological
pl anet . I f Pluto wasnot
t hat mean for him and a
Earth? Would they all get a cursed zodiac in the
paper every morning because they were the only sign
without an associatgulanet?

He sat back, staring at the screen. Caltech, huh?

He wondered, though, if it was something he could
get in any trouble for seeing; some kind of classified,
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government stuff? Li ke, W |
him? He pictured himself receivingatinting calls

from the men with no identitiésthe ones that the
government denies even ex]
course, just breath quiet
his comings and goings 1in
He 6 d h e ar dblatkihdécgptets,agad. al |

When they came for hi m
assassins; even hi s n
anything was amiss. He 6
of the earth, not even a birth certificate remaining a
proof of his existence. Or maybe tiled j u st
body behind. Theyoéd tell
found proppeeup in his computer chair, a suicide
note clutched in his grey and bloated hand.

But then again, he reasoned, if he could actually
pull it up on a Goanghing se
of a too-classified nature, right? Hell, everyone
knows that the government hastéch encryption
codes imbedded into their sites, preventing anyone
from casually stumbling a
just show up on public search engines.

He corvinced himself that it was probably just a

ei
d
S

I

e

coll ege studentds thesis
they did a Awhat ifo scen:
found another inhabitable, planet out there? One that
could sustain human | i feé
kind of fit, sorto f a Agi fto to C
something.

Eh, since the site was already up, Steve decided to
go ahead and poke around a little. But just for a few
mi nut es. He <certainly did
enough t he MI B&s bteo |0

t

or
gone before heybé6d even ¢
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security. And after -aut qu
and go finish the balance sheet for the restaurant.

And make sure to badk-the-hell-up, he thought.

Though the webpage, itself, lookedefty bland, it
appeared to contain some pretty complicated stuff.
There was a bunch of technical jargoreferences to
SMARTS Telescopes, observatory records, dates,
times and even something about the Instituto de
Astrofisica in Spain.

APret frelakind keowhi spe

There was an active link in the center of the page,
buried in the middle of a string of numbers. It was, of
course, written in blue letters, was underlined, and
apparently |l ed to someth
Ob j e cetldoked d¢ver his shoulder towards the
window.

Outside his apartment, it was a typical April
afternoon. A couple of kids rode their bikes down the
center of the street, one casually riding with no hands,
while the other stood up to get speed. Anotherokid
a skateboard shouted something to them as he strokec
to catch up.

Steve chewed his lip, pondering for a moment if he
should go any deeper.

His curiosity prodded him to mouse over to it. And
with a shy, sideways glance, he double clicked the
linktogodhheck out the OKuiper

And his computer went crazy.

He certainly hadnbéotlock ou
caplock, or mute keys, but they were all lit up and
blinking away, like Christmas lights.

Steve paled. What if his Inspiron was having a
power surge or something? Or what if he did
accidentally stumbl e i
mainframes? If his little laptop was trying to process
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that much shit, his laptop was history, And so was
Zoebs first quarter payabl

AHby shit, 06 he Ilnkngsmpder e c
flashing lights.

He didnot smel | any s mol
t hing, but he wasnot sur e
go ahead and reboot it before anythitid happen, or
wait and see what i1tds act

He wondered for a moment, if it wajust
programmed to do that. If some clever web designer
had written coded it to make the visiting computer do
that, make it seem like some crazytéch page or
something.

The screen suddenly blinked out to an antiseptic
white, eliciting an unconsciou$irich from Steve. His
windows were gone, his icons were gone, the
internet, even his cursor has disappeared; it was just
an odd, blank white screen.

Then the computerds | ight

He sat back for a moment, concern crushing his
brows together. Was ¢hlaptop even still on?

Suddenly, characters began to type out across the
white field: letters, symbols, wing dings,
punctuations. It seemed haphazard, random.

He | eaned in toward the ¢

Was he witnessing the brain death of a compute
or had it been infected by some virus, a worm, or
maybe some security trap that was wiping his
computerds memory?

The speed of the characters typing out across the
screen became faster and faster until they were just a
blur of black lines.

He decidedd go ahead and just shut it down. Lost
work or not. But just as he reached for the power
button, the screen erased to a solid black field.
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AOkay... 0 He clutched hi
Not hing but that bl ack
doing anything. Hews nét sure i f i

it was rebooting itself.

He pursed his lips and reached out, tentatively, to
tap the space bar; hoping to elicit some response. But
just as moved forward, text suddenly appeared on the
screen. He instantly withdrew hignd, recoiling as
though hedd awakened a s

fhuman, 0 it a s -kpacd létters. w h i

What? He stared at the words, and became aware
of his heart pounding against his ribcage, and the
room suddenly felt warmer.

Ahuman, 0 in.t asked aga

What the huméd? i s that, I
Then a grin eased across his face and he nodded
AOh, okay. I get it.20

There was probably some NASA code monkey on
the other side, screwing with his head and trying to
scare him away from the website.

Sohedecidedtoply al ong. fdVYea,

Afmal e human or female ht

"n100% U.S.D.A. dude! 0 St
Enter key.

Adude?0

fiYeah, mal e. 0o

He shook his head. What was up with this guy?

Awhat have you done?0o0

His smile was obliterated. The black screenhwit
cold white letters became something horrifying;
something dark and sinister. What did he do, what the
hell did that mean?

fiwe death you. 0

Steve swallowed a sudden-ama s y [ ump
formed in his throat.
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Naw, he quickly decided, and shook his head to
reassure himself. Thereods
side, just some guy trying to spook him, is all.

AComon, 0 he said out | ou
| east ma k e it seem real . ¢
even play right.

AYou mean oO6kil ltel. me?0 St ¢
akill . kil al | humans. 0
AwWhy kil al | of us?o

i

iftakers, o t replied.
ARTakers? What did we take
Aiyou name, earth.o

AYou gotta be shitting n
shook his head. Okay, this is getting old. He sat
forward and dictated to himself whil he typed,
iLook, | donot know who t
need to get the hell out
the site, | totally found it by accident, okay? So, just
disconnect from my ISP address and then we can
both get back t lefirEkeywithT Y .
bravado.

Ahuman is virus, tooken
ADude! 06 He typed, AYouod
gonna reboot now, so takef f . 6 Steve |
the ceiling, AUnbel i evabl
He looked back down at his laptop and decided to
add, ALBRf,. § eF kst as h e [
shut the damn thing off, another message appeared.

c
r
C

(

Aishould we not kil humar
He paused, with his finger hovering above the
power button, for a momen

real, he thought. Like, what if Steven Rewin ended

up dooming the entire planet to some War of the
Worl ds type of anni hil ati
civil to an alien?



39

Nawét hat canot be, he de
But éwhat i f

He shook hi
right?

He looked back out thwindow again. The kids
were gone, and the start of a lawnmower prompted
him to gaze at the clock over his head; two fifteen.

Steve pondered a moment longer, then typed back,

n
?
s head. No,

ALook. Humans are not ba
iby the money?o0

nwWell ywyew, Bot a | ot of
60t hed money. 0

Aii f humans not al l have
money to other humans??o
iGood question. SOME hui
1

ki , LOL. But not al |,
grinned to himself.

Awhy hwmangoya ? 0

nwel | , [ wor k hard for
everything, | love my parents and | even give to a few
charities. o

Steve tried to imagine what the guy, (or it), looked
like on the other end. Like, was he just some random,
nerd teenager that goff on going to the Seki cons
dressed as a character from the Star Wars cantina
scene?

Or could it really be some aliensome intelligent
species actually trying to communicate with him?

That was an awful big lump to swallow, though, he
thought. Hell,t hey 6ve studied e\
thousand light years or more, and have never found
any other life forms. None. Not a single one. Just ice,
floating elements, gas clouds and space dust.

Yeah, but what about all that Roswell and Area 51
stuff, he wondeed.
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Eh, that was probably all a big hoax, just like the
government said it was.

But seriously, what if, he asked himself. What if all
t hat wasnot a hoax at alll
actual covetup; that an actual alien species had crash
landed n the desert, and they hid it all, covered it all
up and denied it ever happened?

He chewed his lower lip for a moment, and then
decided to ask a question
you know about us humans?
good, he thought.

The screenat, all black with the white letters of

their conversation. Then
many time ago. watch chil
Cdébmon, E. T. babysitters?

shickered. This guy on the other side was pretty damn
twisted. Children humas hah.

But, wait a minute, he thought. Maybe he/it meant,
back when we were cavemen. Children
h u ma n s thdtlong &yo?

iAwWel I, why donot you jou
I ntroduce yourselves to u:
Afhumans unt amed, vi ol ent .
AWei [kl ed some of you?bo

Amany times ago. not deat
AHoly shit, o Steve howl e
is so NOT happeningé.canbt

in Ildaho or something. .. f

But a nagging voice in his head prompted him to
considerte sentence more full\
Could helit be referring to torture or something?
Labs! Like, where they the ones that were dissected
and experimented on in Area 51?7 The Alien Autopsy
footage!

Umm, maybe he shoul dndt ¢



nOkay. We | ma nsOS @ o rhdut b ¢
even exist. Wedbve never
happen Omany times agob,
fault. o

Ahumans kil |l everythin
humans. 0

iYes, B sOMEA gaima humans |
imost . no h u mairus. nongodd ¢
enough to allow alive thi
AiNo really, 0 Steve type

humans here that youddshoi

The computer suddenly m
simply powered off.

AfiWait, o Steve shouted.
fuck?o

He jumped out of his chair and hammered the ESC
key.

ANo, no, no...coOmon, <cOr

His computer was rebooting itself. The Windows
XP loading icon appeared and then, after some
clicking and flashing of lights, his desktop photo
appeared a picture ofa deserted tropical island.

AShit, shit, shit.o

A grey message window appeared on the screen,
asking if he wanted to send an error report to
Microsoft.

Steve instantly <c¢clicked
error message disappeared, his computer finished
coming to life.

AShit, shit, shit, c 6 mo
his mouth. As soon as the cursor appeared, he slid it
over to his AOL icon and rigktlicked on it over and
over again. The damn hourglass stalled him.

Then the comput eaan, fmrtherr t
slowing his starup.
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AArrrrgh!o
Steve tried to fAXo it, t
seconds too | ate. Hedd ha

starting up before he could cancel it. He wiped his
face.

ADamn it! o Steve snotler e
used computer.

The moment his AOL sigon screen appeared, he

typed in his password, fi
enter.

iWel come. Youbve got- mai
man informed him.

iYeah, yeah, yeah. .. okay,
Steve clicked on his history of visd sites. The

|l ast one | isted was Sandl

to Sandler, at least, a half hour before the laptop froze
up on hi m. Where the hell
found? He scrolled further down the history list. It
wasnodt t her er.acTehetrheatwalse onc
been there. 't was as if
all.

AThis candt be...this fu

He didnét know how the h
the first place. It was a totally random string of letters
that he pressed. e was just trying to get the
computer to do something.
what the hell heéd typed
copy and paste it. It wa
vanished forever. Gone.

He reached back for his chair without taking his
eyes from the screen. Wheeling it in close, he slowly
sat back down, staring at

He slowly shook his head.

Then he wrapped his arms around himself and
huffed, AUnbelievable. o

(
[
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Eh, it was probably just some freak anyways, he
figured. Sone gameitype that was just role playing
or something like, a weird little dude, probably with
a tinfoil hat, that just wanted to screw with his head.

Yeah. He really shoul dn
up over it.

I't was probably just sol
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AiHOW ARE YOU progressing with your
assignment, professor?0
words were drenched with arrogance. ACZ25%002
looked up nervously from his computer console. He
had been so engrossed i
heard the whine of t he |
through he doorway behind him. AC237
immediately swiveled his chair to face the Lieutenant
then stood upright to greet his supervisor.

He swallowed hard. When an upper caste called an
academic Aprofessor o, it
being confrontational. The namearried with it a
remi nder of an academic
hierarchy of Maracken culture. However, the
Lieutenant had been calling him that, either out of
ignorance of its derogatory origins or from apathy,
since he had been revived on the ship a wagpk
Regardless of intention, the name still provoked great
anxiety.

AThe Hi gh Commander wi |
final report tomorrow at 6.50 hours. | hope for your
sake you can report that you have reached a proper
conclusion, 0 t he utlwaitngifore n
a reply to his original question.

The academics had been investigating this planet
for five days. They realized after only one that the
planet held great promise. AC237 breathed deeply.
The oxygen rich air filled his lungs. He began to relax
and assemble his thoughts for a reply. He knew it
would be dangerous to prematurely suggest this
planet worthy of a level two investigation but as the
mission academic manager that was his
responsibility. He and his team were tasked with
quickly assimilaing all the relevant data about this
world to determine if it was worthy of further study.
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Five days was not considered quick. In the eyes of the
Command caste, five days was an unreasonable
amount of time to dedicate to one planet without a
satisfactory onclusion.

The Lieutenant had obtained an extension from the
High Commander for two more days of study beyond
the original three after AC237 pleaded his case that
this planet warranted the extension. He now had to
make good on that request. He must proWaeHigh
Commander the right data so she could report to the
Supreme Directorate a level of success that justified
the additional time. AC237 knew this bureaucratic
circle all too well. It would close with the High
Commander getting all the credit or hedahis team
paying for the error with their lives.

Maracken society was harsh for the lower castes.
The academics and laborers never got credit for their
work but always suffered the consequences of failure.
The only differences between the academics and
laborers were that the laborers could not know it.
Their brains were not engineered for complex
thinking. Or was that just an implanted prejudice?
The question brought with it an uncomfortable
uncertainty.

AC237 watched silently
transpot chair moved to face him. The chair rose,
bringing t he Lieutenant 0s
hi gher than AC2370s eye |
to read in gravity. His facial muscles were not strong
enough to keep the skin around his cheeks and neck
from drooping into layered folds. The Lieutenant was
obviously attempting a scowl but that was a
permanent condition for the officer while plaiside.

He struggled to lean forward and succeeded only
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after a gentle push from the eymesent female
laborer sevant by his side.

il hate the gravity of
growl ed, i | donot want 1
longer than | have to. You will be ready tomorrow or
el se. 0 He fell back agai
eyes. His large head restedceely between the
padded braces on top of the backrest.

AYoubdr e testing my pa
Lieutenant spoke now with a calm, measured voice.
i know youodre mil king t
this gravity and oppressive humidity. Your kind is
built for this lowly existence among the animals and
insects. My place is in the gentle comfort of freefall
space, where man was mea
intend to be tomorrow re
ready of not. 0 He pause:
rocked, a barley perceptible smile of resignation
formed around his flaccid lips.

AC237 knew his place and waited for a direct
question before daring to speak.

Al shoul dndt have | istel
| did and now my future is as dependent yaur
report as yours is. It better be worth it professor or |
wi || personally throw yc
spoke this last thought without apparent threat or
malaise, just a fact, the inevitable consequence of
failure.

The Lieutenant opened his eyasldooked down
at AC237. iSo, wi || you
conclusion by tomorrow or will | have to recommend
you and your t eambs t e
Commander ?0

A Asuitabledo conclusion
to be at least a bettdnaneven probability that this
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planet was the ancestral home of the Maracken race.
It was the Empressd dream
long lifetime. Over two hundred years had passed
since She had established this program of- self
discovery and commanded the depsent of an
academic caste to carry out the research necessary to
find the proof of Ho me 6 s
years of wasted time according to the Lieutenant.

AC23706s team had wor ked
Lieutenant thought, and had uncovered ehoug
evidence to suggest that this planet was at least
worthy of more investigation. But something beyond
the data gnawed at his gut. He had been involved
with this program long enough, having been among
the second generation of the academics, to feel that
there was more that could be found here. Something
that could raise the status of this isolated planet in the
far reaches of the Maracken Empire to a likely
candidate for Home.

AC237 looked warily at the Lieutenant, whose
long fragile fingers slowly drummeaoin the transport
chairdéos control consol e.
long ago to despise the Command caste, he felt sorry
of the Lieutenant. It must be very difficult to do even
the simplest activity he thought, despite the chair and
servant.

The Lieutenan like all elite members of the
Empireds i mmense ar mada,
for life in the weightless environment of a
Transgalactic Ship of Conquest. His long slender
appendages were not well suited for the gravitational
forces on ae, hut afonded hiimselegant r f
dexterity on the bridge of a war ship. However, since
the Command caste was among the highest in the
Maracken culture, they were the only class trusted to
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supervise field operations and were required to
accompany the laborerstechs, warriors and
academics to the planets
fell upon the lower ranks.

AC237 even felt a grudging admiration for the
Lieutenant, putting up with constant discomfort and
irritation. He bore his
evenone incident of a lower caste suffering due to
the inability of the Command supervisor to cope. He
thought back to other missions where cruelty and
indiscriminate murders occurred at the whim of the
Command supervisor. AC237 owed him the answer
he wantedo hear. The fact that it would be accurate
was a bonus.

Al wi ||l have a concl usi
4814125 sir,o0 AC237 said,
do at least that.

The Lieutenant looked long and hard at AC237,

Al 6ve | earned t had a cagey
bunch. Your conclusions better be worth the extra
days or youdll pay for t

big brain candt comprehe
down at his console and gingerly ran a skeletal finger
across the screen. The unit droppedates 180
degrees then slowly floated through the door of
AC2376s hut. Hi s female
him dutifully.

AC237 released a long sigh and returned to his
computer. He attempted to continue reviewing data
from the statistical study he had hemunning. An
analysis of the relative frequency and variety of
symbols scanned from an indigenous text. There were
some surprising results. The entire text was built with
different combinations of only thirtfive symbols.

He puzzled over this finding. Aanguage derived
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from thirty-f i ve symbols canét b
likely meant that the people who once populated this
planet were not sophisticated enough to achieve
advanced space travel.

This expedition, like all the rest, would probably
turn out to ke another dead end after all. A
civilization that had not ventured far from its own
planet could not be the ancestors of the Maracken
race. His heart sank at the thought of what the
Supreme Directorate would do if this mission failed
like the others. Imp#&nce was growing with the
diversion of resources required to staff and maintain
this program. There would be no need for an
academic caste if the program was dropped.

He left the computer to pace quietly. He truly
despised his existence. It was only dgriplanetary
expeditions that AC237 felt physically right. He
leaned back in his chair and stretched his stubby legs.
He was designed to work comfortably in a variety of
terrestrial conditions and felt awkward and often sick
in a ship traveling in weightlesspace. Stasis was
always welcome after the long debriefings between
planetary visits. For although Marackens had long
ago conquered the problems of faster than light
travel, it still took many years to traverse the
distances between solar systems thad pdanets of
potential interest.

All Marackens worked in shifts between stasis and
wakefulness. Who you were and what you did
determined your Aduty CVY (
regularity to their duty cycle. They were awakened
when their ship reached a plarier study and slept
with the laborers and warriors while traveling. It was
no way to live, thought AC237.
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Somehow the Lieutenanto
Man wasnodét meant to be i
here on a planetds .sWhy f a
have muscles if not to use them or lungs if not to
breath?

Academics seemed made to suffer more than the
others. Designed with minds for free thinking,
unencumbered by the ppeogrammed suoonscious
engineered into all other castes. They werergive
stamina of laborers to use their brains without the
distracting physical limitations of gravity or
environmental conditions, but were also restricted
from freely using their skills. The threat of death
assured that.

It was weltknown that creation othe academic
caste was of great concerned to the Supreme
Directorate. It was [
uncompromising insistence that academics be given
the means to succeed in discovering Home, that
allowed development of the cadtbut with some
important caveat The work of the academics was
restricted to the discoverery of the Maracken planet
of origin. The academics were assigned a caste level
only one above the laborers, to better control their
activities, and were designed without any
reproductive organs tarevent unauthorized births.

The Directorate felt that these restrictions would
temper any threat a freethinking caste would have to
the established order. AC237 knew they were right.
Revolt could not be accomplished by a thousand or so
academics againshe strength of the greatest power
in the known galaxy. Nevertheless, it was obvious
from the restrictions and the oppressive control of
their activities that the Supreme Directorate still
considered academics a possible threat to the Empire.
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The current ppgram of seHdiscovery was a
considerable departure from the Maracken priority of
conquest and expansion. This, above all else, troubled
AC237. His entire caste was born just for this
program and it was only the will of the Empress that
kept them alive.The Maracken culture was not
geared toward speculative thinkhgnly conquest
and unquestioned duty. AC237 did not consider
himself part of this culture or even truly a Maracken.
He was more comfortable picturing himself as a slave
whose ancestors were ¢aged in some long past
battle. Not an unreasonable view considering the
Maracken race had raided the galaxy for at least five
millennia, subjugating all alien cultures to the will
and enrichment of the Empire. The Marackens were
an arrogant people with amnequaled technical
ability and warrior spirit, they conquered hundreds of
civilizations with their overwhelming military
superiority and expanded their empire to over a tenth
of the galaxy. They were ruthless in their ventures
and often followed a policyf genocide in order to
contain suspected revolts by foolish subjects. The
Marackens discovered that there was no match in the
entire known galaxy for their military might and they
took uncompromising advantage of this.

Throughout the millennia, the Empir had
concentrated all their growing resources into
expanding their military and technological prowess.
Their entire culture was based on this dogma and they
structured their social systems around tyrannical
militaristic principals. In recent centuries, viiever,
the Empire grew weary of the unending tedium that
inevitably accompanies an unchallenged superpower.
In an unprecedented time of introspection, the
Empress began the project to locate Home.
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Command and Ruling caste children have been
taught for genetions that the Marackens were
always a space fairing civilization. This made the
whole enterprise even more alarming to the upper
castes. Not only had the Empress insisted on this
mission and the distraction from conquest it
manifested, it also gave crxtte to the persistent
myths previous Maracken leaders tried to erase for
centuries. AC237 was aware of the myths about the
origins of the Marackens. They contained numerous
stories of an isolated little planet, named Home, from
which their ancestors firstentured into space. The
heroes and heroines in these ancient tales were &
source of patriotic pride to the Marackens regardless
for what they were taught as children. With all that
was at stake, why did the Empress insist on this
project? It was a questi that often plagued AC237.
He had concluded long ago that the search for Home
was an attempt to bring a new jingoistic fervor to her
aimless subjects and rekindle their slacking desire for
conquest. It was the only explanation that made any
sense. But 8L, it was an unsatisfying explanation.

AC237 returned to his work and began to
summarize the findings for his initial linguistics
report. His thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a
voice from the communication device implanted in
his right temple.

i Magem AC23745002, your presence is
requested in the academi
AC563, one of the five academics working this site.
She was studying some of the artifacts discovered in
archeological digs a few kilometers away. AC237 hit
his broad foehead with the palm of his hand. He was
so engrossed with his thoughts that he completely
forgot about the briefing. He answered the request
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with an dAaffirmativeodo anc
analysis into a portable data recorder. He rushed to
the academicommon hut a few yards away.

AC237 sat at the head of a small conference table
already surrounded by his staff. He took a few
moments to settle in, and then began the meeting with
the first item on the age
the environmental paa met er s . 0

AYes sir, o0 replied AC355,
t he uncomfortabl e chair.
temperature is 13.7 degrees. Average atmospheric
pressure is 1.0 bar and surface gravity is 842.7
centimeters per second squared. The length of a day
is 10 hours, identical to the standard Maracken day.
Ambient radiation is variable and is on the high end
of our tolerance levels. The atmospheric constituents
are primarily oxygen and nitrogen, 22% and 78%
respectively. The correlation of these parameter
levels to the theorized primary Maracken
physiological tolerances is 0.89. If you remove the
radiation data the <correl
report made all the attendees stir. It was the highest
correlation of all the planets studied thus far.

fi A C6 hdAC@B84, what have you to report on
the flora and fauna?0 AC2
exobiologists.

AC678 spoke for both of
animal phenotypes are quite varied. Some plants
contain bioactive chemicals that range from nutrient
to toxic. The animals that were dissected have very
similar organ structure and biochemical processes
and share from 85% to 95% of the same genetic
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makeup. As the species we studied became more
complex, their genotypes correlated higher to the
prototype MarackeiTt he hi ghest bein

This news too caused quite a commotion amongst
the meeting attendees. These data were certainly
strong evidence of Maracken origins, however, it was
not proof. The probability of finding a world with
conditions similar to Home waslim, but not
improbable. There had to be evidence of an advanced
culture worthy of Maracken ancestry or a positive
conclusion would not be accepted.

AAC563 your report. o I
recommend further investigation of this planet,
AC563 needed toeport at least some evidence of an
advanced society.

AThank you sir, o0 AC563
you know, we discovered numerous ruins of large
cities from orbital xray analysis on almost every land
mass of this planet, primarily along coastal regio
We chose this site because of the similarity of many
of the buildings and also because their geometric
arraignment was intriguing. We theorized that it
might have been a center of religion or government.
We excavated numerous artifacts; many with a
symbolic based language imprinted on them.
Yesterday we discovered a vault buried about 100
meters under one of the buildings. The techs were
able to open it last night and we have been
categorizing its contents all day today. We found six
documents, made gparticularly ancient materials,
quite different than the more advanced forms of text
found in other locations within the vault. These were
of particular interest because they were apparently
encased a hermetically sealed box. We sent images of
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themto AC23 . 0 AC563 | ooked br
direction.

il bve got them and have
with the other samples yo
his coll eaguebds silent qu:¢

AfWedbve found numerous ar i
that can be ategorized as ordinary utilitarian devices
such as eating utensils, sanitary devices, transport
uni t s, etcetera. We 6 v e a l
statues and other decorations. The interesting thing is
that the statues and some pictures in the texts
resemite the prototype Maracken. | think this is
strong evidence of t he Mz«
AC563 paused for a moment, scanned her fellow
teammates then added witdt
believe we may have found

ifKeep vyour opi ni5@3A8008t o
This meeting is for reporting facts not speculations.
Jumping to conclusions C
AC237 scolded.

inYes sir, | wi || refrain

nOver active emotions, I
t he academilcisobe oftke rsasorsnve e .
are detested as a caste and why we must dedicate a
portion of our abilities to controlling our emotions.

You are young AC563. | can forgive your

i ndi scretion, but t he Co
AC237 paused a moment to let his rd® sink in.
nDid y ou find any evid
technol ogy?o

Having recovered from her embarrassing

i mpropriety, AC563 contin
artifacts of advanced technology in a few excavation
sites. Wedve found fragm

mud like our own computers as well as various
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ancient devices the techs said were powered by
primitive electromagnet i
data stores of a magnetic technology, which the techs
tested and found to be corrupted. They think it was
caused b y power f ul magnet.i
uncovered some disks in the vault which also seem to
be data stores, created with an optical process. The
techs are studying them now but have not as yet
deci phered them. Thatds
AC237 spent a few minutesrganizing the data
transferred to his recorder during the regmrts. The
accumulated evidence was certainly compelling, but
they were still missing direct evidence of ancestry.
Without that, he would not risk an affirmative
conclusion. The consequenaasbeing wrong would
be disastrous to him, his team and his caste. AC237
decided to update his team on his progress.
il have run numer ous c
symbols from the texts. It is definitely an organized
language, but is significantly differenfrom the
Maracken pictorial language of ten thousand
characters. | have, thus far, been unable to establish
any correlation that would prove a relationship
between the two languages. | will run a phonics
programs tonight in the hopes that | can find aaloc
pattern for this language. If | have no success, | will
have to report a status
at tomorrowds Command br i
AC2376s remarks sparked
from his staff. He hammered the tabletop with his fist
togg@in contr ol of his unr
be enough people! If you disagree, then get back to
work and find me proof, otherwise, | expect your
support with my deci sion:
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The academic manager made his way back to his
hut. The eidence for Home was compelling but all
circumstantial. There was no longer any worry about
the extra time it took. This was the most promising
planet yet found and would be applauded as a great
discovery. The High Commander would be pleased
and would likey receive commendations. The team
may even get an extra sweet desert before going back
into stasis. AC237 chuckled to himself, likely not.

The phonics program ran in the background as
AC237 dictated a draft r e
processor. He hajlist completed an upload of the
scanned texts from the unique documents AC563
discovered in the vault. These texts obviously had
special significance to the indigenous race of this
planet. He hoped it contained some coded symbols or
patterns that would €&ilitate translation. As the
computer sorted the data and meticulously tested the
almost infinite structural permutations, the door to
AC2376s hut swung open.

The Lieutenant floated in followed, as always, by
his servant. fi | revietwed
staff meeting professor. You academics are an
emotional bunch. Youdd th
brains of your s, youdd b
yourselves. | guess what you gained in intelligence
youlostinseld i sci pl i ne. 0

AYes sir, 0 cAOR2t3r7i tree pyl,i efdT
the Command caste should not be concerned with the
academic caste. We could never challenge your
authority. o He regretted
said it.

filt is not your station
shoul dnét nebde acboonucte!ro t he
screamed. He practically lifted himself out of his
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transport chair but the pull of gravity overpowered
his anger. His servant cautiously rubbed his bony
shoulders as the Lieutenant settled back in his seat.

inPl ease f o rudence esir, myad homp
intention of speaking be
trying to diffuse the situation.

ADonot I et my familiar.
am your superior and don
dispatch you as let you live your insignifita
exi stence, 0 the Lieutena
servant 6s hands away fr ol

AC237 looked down at the dusty floor of his hut
until the Lieutenant recovered his composure.

ARnSo professor, I see Yy
this expel i t i on as 6i nconcl t
indecision. You peopl e

backbone, 0 the Lieutenan
back a smile as he thougl
needed braces to keep from folding into a heap on the
floor.

The Lieuenant turned his transport and flew
towards the open door, nearly hitting his laborer
servant . il l ook forwarc
Maybe this time the Empress will come to her senses
and abandon this waste of time. Then we can retire
you academicstobscuri ty. o

As the door snapped shut, AC237 wiped the sweat
from his brow. He checked the progress of the
computer program one last time before retiring for
the night. The utility program said 5,345,230
permutations of phonic patterns had been run. The
top ten patterns were displayed, but the highest
correlation was no greater than 0.63. AC237 listened
to some of them through the attached headset, but
they sounded like so much goblggop. He decided
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to leave the computer run over night in the hopes of
evert u a l success, but he wa s

AC237 stood over his sink, washing up for the
nightd the humidity of this planet was barely
tolerable and he needed to wash off the accumulated
sweat and grim from his body. Academics were
accorded a singlroom for research and living. His
experiment plugging away on the other side of the
room while he prepared for sleep.

An alarm buzzed from his computer as he wiped
the soapy water from his face. Dropping the towel, he
rushed to the computer screen. Hecact fingers
called up the utility program and he saw a correlation
value flashing in red. Permutation 6,104,087 had a
correlation value of 0.98.

He quickly placed the headset over his ears and
tapped out a command to run the vocalization
program. He listeed, but could not believe what he
was hearing. Not only did the vocal pattern make
sense to him, but he also had no need to run a
translation program. The computer was reading the
symbols from the scanned text back to him in the
Maracken language. AC231stened and watched
intently as each highlighted group of symbols was
read over his headset.

Finally, he had his proof. He could, with great
confidence, announce to the Empire that they had
discovered Home. The probability that a separate
culture with so mch in common with the prototype
Maracken could also have developed the same
language was so low it would take a million galaxies
with billons of worlds to realize it. This had to be the



61

ancestral home of the Maracken people. It could be
no clearer than ila Maracken himself walked out
from one of the building:

He froze. If this was Home then the program was a
success. The Empress would have her home world to
exploit. She could revitalize the Maracken culture
and regai n fdcasron poaquegstl and s
galactic domination. How many worlds were spared
from Maracken wrath while the Empress was
obsessed with locating Home? How many people
were still free to live their lives without oppression
and slavery? AC237 slumped back in his cheie
could ignore this discovery. He could falsify the data
or destroy the evidence,
It was against every instinct implanted in his
subconscious. Lying to superiors was one facility no
Maracken was allowed to possess no méibev high
up the | adder they were
could only die.

Suicide or perhaps orcth
accidento was the only
discovery. He could walk off a nearby cliff in the
dead of night. No one would be thdser. Couple
that with some data manipulation and perhaps it
would be considered suicide due to yet another
failure. The program would continue. This planet
would be abandoned having been recorded as only a
possible location for Home, one of many, and
available for future investigations. AC237 knew that
no further investigations would happen anytime soon.
There were too many planets yet to be surveyed.
They would only backtrack after hundreds of years
and many generations of academics and free, yet to
be conquered, people. Maybe even enough time for
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some people somewhere to grow advanced enough to
challenge Marackea. One could only hope.

AC237 grew despondent. He would have to die to
save his kind. He would likely die anyway. There
would no longer be anyeed for academics if Home
was discovered. Their continued existence would be a
drain on resources for no benefit. His death was
inevitable. He resolved to undertake his plan just as
something the computer was reading into his
headphones peeked his interest

As he listened, tears formed in his eyes. The
ancestors of the Marackens were communicating with
him. They were telling him that all was not lost, that
he didnot need to hide th
needed to let the Maracken people know that elom
had been discovered, for he now understood that
there was more to announce than the mere discovery
of the millennium. He knew he would likely die

anyway but at | east it wol
He wiped his eyes and engaged his communication
implanttosi gnal AC563. Al 6m s e

symbol pattern. Cros®ference it with your log and
bring me all the texts that match. You were right
AC563. We found the proof .
By early the next day, the techs had set up a relay
for simultaneous, subpace audkvisual transmission
bet ween t he pl anet 6s sur
traveling some 3800 lightears away. A camera was
focused on a small metallic table at which the High
Commander sat in her personal transport alongside
CMLT2672481-4125. Next to him saAC237, ready
to present his momentous findings. He had earlier
presented his data to the High Commander, leaving
out the surprise finding he intended to present
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directly to the Maracken people, even if it may cost
him his life.

He knew he could go too fand the transmission
could be terminated. His hopes lay with the potential
openmindedness of the Empress. If anyone in
Marackea was capable of independent thought she
was. It was slim but his only hope. He managed to
convince the High Commander that thegd indeed
discovered the Maracken ancestral planet. The High
Commander could not wait to announce her success.

The presentation began with the expected pompous
pontifications. The Supreme Directorate crowded the
camera at the Capital so that all fifteemembers
could be seen in their militaristic splendor. The
Empress herself, outfitted in magnificent robes and
jewels, made a brief statement of congratulations to
the High Commander as she floated in her throne
room.

All attention then turned to AC237. Hevas
allowed to speak at this supreme gathering because
he was the only person who could competently
explain the proof to the Empress. A benefit of
unfettered intelligence. He began by presenting the
physical and biological data. He then detailed the
findings of the archeological digs. So far all
participants seemed impressed, but the real proof was
yet to come. He provided a short presentation about
the symbols found in the digs and how he was able to
translate them into a coherent language. Now, he
would satter their civilization.

Al f it pl eases your E X
play for you a computer reading in the language of
the our ancestors, one of many indigenous people of
this world. We did some research of these texts using
other texts found inhie digs and discovered that this
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document is the founding doctrine of our forbearers.
These words were held in high esteem and guided

t heir culture and their 0
their people. o0 AC237 pre:
computer console thddiegan the read program. The
speaker system broadcasted these words throughout
the Maracken Empire:

iwWe the people of t he Ur
form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure
domestic tranquility, provide for the common defense,
promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings
of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain
and establish this Constitution for the United States
of America. o

ifAmeri cao, t he correl at
phonetic pronunciation was an obvéoderivation of
Marackea but beyond that, were the words. They
were in direct contradiction to Maracken dogma. To
his surprise, AC237 was not stopped, but was told to
continue. Perhaps they <co
reaching consequences of that lastageaph. Well,
they were sure to understand soon. By then it would
be too late.

AThis document was writt,
that resulted in the creation of the American
civilization. o Certainly
reading fromnthd i Dhaelparmn
AC237 thought, but played his carefully edited
reading anyway.

néWe hol d t hes-evidént that dlls t
men are created equal, that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
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among these are LifeLiberty and the pursuit of
Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments
are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers
from the consent of the

The Supreme Directorate reacted as predicted and
ordered the security forces to atrethe heretic
academic. As the warriors approached AC237, he
heard an unexpected but welcomed command from
t he Empress, iStop! I w
warriors halted their advance and returned to their
original positions.

A C 245002, you have confined that these are

e sacred words of our
Yes, Your Supreme Excel
Then continue. 0

I have one mor e tran
document. These were amendments to the original
American Constitution and lists the right$ every
American individual .o AC
going too far but he was
choice of words. She wanted to learn, so he added,
Airegardless of class. o0 Hi

The computer read the ten articles of the Bill o
Rights. As each was read, the Supreme Directorate
became more agitated. The Empress, however,
remained expressionless, obviously in deep thought.

t

o0 O Dt T DN

Afé. make no | aw respecti
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or
abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or
the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to
petition the government for a redress of
gr i ev a.nA€283% abud see this statement shake
the very foundation of the Empifeé . t he r i gl
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people © be secure in their persons, houses, papers,
and effects, against unreasonable searches and
seizures, shall not be violated, and no warrants shall
i ssue, but wupon probabl e

Surly they would not stand for much more of this.
AC237 was getting vibly nervous.

r cruel and unust
i.ctedéo

AC237 was sure he would be dead by now.

When the last article was read, the computer went
silent. No one spoke or made a motion. The faces of
the upper castes hung low, even those in zeoity.
Many minutes passed in this way until the Empress
spoke.

NnThese wor ds of our anc
thought and introspection, AC2315-002. | had been
taught many lessons in my childhood about our
ancestors. Lessons that only the future Empeands
Empresses were taught. We have always been aware
of our heritage but chose to ignore it. Democracy can
get in the way of empire building. Free people want
only to live and prosper and let others live and
prosper. We were once a free people but somehow
through time and space we have lost our way. |
mourned this loss all of my life, but even an Empress
has limitations when it comes to changing a culture
steeped so deeply in oppression and military prowess.
| needed you to help me find our roots. That way
your kind was created. But your bravery went beyond
even my expectations.

iYou must have felt gr ea
content of these documents and how they would have
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been received by your superiors. Yet, you showed
them to us anyway. | am huteld by your actions. A

new revolution has been fought today. It was fought
by one man with the intelligence to understand the
significance of our ance
to show us, without regard for his own life. You have
done a great servicerfo your peopl e. 0

The Empress lowered her head in deference to
AC237. Audible gasps could be heard from many in
the audience and from a few of the Supreme
Directorate. This was the first time AC237 had heard
of an Empress bowing to a commoner, especially one
from a lowly caste. He perceived a tinge of sardonic
humor with the moment and would have broken out
in a broad smile but for a sudden surreal -self
consciousness.

He hadndét done this to
do his deed with that foreknowledge? AC2Bdught
about the mythological heroes from the old stories.
George Washton crossing the river of fire to destroy
the red skinned Britz or Strong Arm Neal traveling
alone through space for a hundred years to find a new
home for his people so they coulddiin peace and
tranquility. They were heroes. AC237 knew he was
not like them. He just translated the documents and
was foolish enough to tell the galaxy.

The Empress was the real hero. She knew what he
or another academic would find. She made them for
tha purpose. She gave them the unrestrained power
of reason so they could recognize the meaning of
these documents and woul
some database, never to see the light of day. She
knew the Empire was wrong and that all her people
were ome free. She made it her work to bring them
freedom again, despite fierce opposition from billions
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of Leader and Command caste subjects. No, thought
AC237, she was the real hero. AC237 looked back at
the video screen through watery eyes to listen to the
Empress.

n We have proved over t h
Maracken people are powerful. It is now time to
prove we are also a great
Empr ess paused ask thatoyme nt ,
AC237-45-002, and your team join me at Capital City
so that wemay discuss your discoveries in greater
detail and help me plan o1

AC237 folded his computer after the Empress had
ended her speech. He rose from his chair, elevated by
the statements of the Empress. He had feared that his
discoveries mighthave been used to inspire a great
and terrible empire. But instead, they may have laid a
foundation for a new galactic democracy based on the
words and principles penned by a virtuous and fair
people, for themselves and their descendants, over
five thousad years ago.
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Cosmogony

by Eric Fretheim

Eric Fretheim is a lifelong hobbyist at fiction
writing, starting from elementary school. He has
experimented with  many forms, including
Fantasy/SeFi novels, F/SF shorts, comic book
scripts, poetry, and youth cfion. Recently, he
decided it was time to get serious and stick to one
form, and chose to focus on F/SF novels.

He is also a musician, and has played numerous
musical instruments through his life, including Piano,
Oboe, Violin and Guitar. He has dabbledchamber
and orchestral music composition, having written (all
unpublished) sonatas, quartets, tone poems, and &
(not yet finished) symphony.

He restored and enjoys sailing his vintage 14 foot
Chrysler Mutineer daysailor. He also enjoys
Woodturning and Bhing. An enthusiastic fan of
Anime, Manga, and American Graphic Novels, he
believes that symptoms of this interest show up in his
writing.

In his working life, he has been a Tool and Die
repairman, a Drafter, and a UNIX administrator, but
once he acquired BSEE from UTDallas, he went to
work in the analog semiconductor design field. He
lives in Garland Texas (the alleged model for the
t own of 6Ar | en, Texaso i
wife, two kids, two dogs, a cat and an indeterminate
number of fig.
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AS DANE RENNETT became aware, he floated
without gravity in a vast field of white, and he knew
things were not right

Glancing to his left and right, he noted an
absence... the shoulders that ought to be in his
peripheral vision. Casting a look downwsyrdie saw
no body.

He tried to fit his observations to a hypotheki® m
blind...except Il &m seeing
Does that make any sense?

Blindness would not explain the floating sensation,
though, or the lack of pressure on any part of his
body. Deafness might explain the utter silence, but
not the failure to feel his heartbeat. Older memories
filled in, from before the blank where his thoughts
began, and presented an explanation of his condition.
|l 6m dead. This is ndhe th
experiment went wrong.

In one of the least visited buildings on campus
outside of the Physical Plant, students recruited from
the television and film department had converted a
rarely used lecture hall into an arena for the-last
minute media circusAn enormous screen showed a
DLP image in the place the professor might have
stood, were this room ever used as its builder
intended. Cosmology generally did not attract the
class sizes that would justify such use, and most of
the classes actually happeénacross campus in the
regular Physics hall.

For the last three weeks, the faculty had explained
and posted and blogged and forummed themselves
half to death, trying to quell fears. After some
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journalist with a vague knowledge of -Meory
declared that theSuperinitiation Construct could
trigger the End of the World and unofficially
renamed it the Doomsday Project, every fellow and
grad student in the department found themselves
answering questions and extinguishing rumors while
still laboring to meet theischedules for the program.
The PR effort kept the government from pulling the
plug, but the media frenzy had generated an audience.
Instead of hearing after the fact about an obscure
project in an anonymous building, reporters
converged fromeverywhereto report on the current
Big Thing.

From the other side of the closeicuit TV image,

Dr . Levin and Dr . Renne
remar ks o6, understood by
gave their permission to the Al to begin the
procedure. The various grastudents, gathered at
their technical stations to the right and left of the big
screen confirmed, in turns, the positive status of their
telemetry streams. Guests and reporters leaned
forward slightly, as if to get a better view, as the
countdown reachezkro.

The faculty had assured all spectators they would
see no fireworks. During the approximately one
hundred seconds that the data could be harvested
before the baby universe lost contact with this one
forever, the construct would gush forth fascinating
numbers which the scientific community would
crunch for years. For everyone else, the view would
actually be quite boring. The giant projection screen
served only to keep the audience out of the actual
Construct room down the hall, insuring that no
camcorer or portable uplink damaged the precious
data.
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Indeed, as the experiment began, the audience did
not see fireworks. They simply witnessed Drs.
Rennett and Levin slump lifeless to the floor.

After a short, shocked silence, five grad students
and two faculy members dashed out of the room, and
the crowded room burst with a roar of questions. On
camera, the group of rescuers reached the two
stricken scientists... only to collapse as well.

The depart ment Al di dn
command, but the telemetry dotued streaming into
data storage, largely on autopilot, as the lesser
computers tasked with data gathering performed their
duties as programmed. The remaining scientists
stared in helpless confusion at the screen, refusing to
offer explanations to the sistent reporters. How
could they? Not one of th
included any effect remotely like this.

ADane, 0 a soft feminine
name.

In that same instant a gentle gravity appeared. He
now lay faceup on a surface l& marble. With that
change, the vast white space gained directions. He
raised his head off the floor and noted that he could
now see his body, clad in something like a white terry
bathrobe. The sensations of heartbeat and breath
returned as well, and thevareness of warm, dry air.

He rose to a sitting position and looked around for
the source of the very familiar voice. Although he
hadnoét identified the spe:
a face he knew. The beautiful Asian girl standing a
few yards behind ik back dressed in the same style
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of white robe as himself did not match any memory
he could recall.

Standing to face her, he frowned his puzzlement
and shook his head. Al 6m
ot her ?0

AYou probably should re
arswered, smiling slightly. She tipped her head and
her eyes took on a miscl
upset with you, but | shall elect to attribute it to
di sorientation instead. o

He looked around, wondering at how large the
place appeared to be, then gimgshe must be
viewing an optical illusion. This white floor could not
possibly extend to the horizon the way his eyes told
him it did.

AWhere am | ?0

AWebve created a univer
Dr. Levin... and this is

He stared at the girl for satime, sorting through
her words and wondering how to respond. Unable to
come to a conclusion, he shook his head and tried a
di fferent approach. fAWho

She grinned and turned slightly to the left and the
right, as if modeling the bathrobe, whidhtier quite

closely. ADo you I|ike th
| researched it very car
AMi ss.. .0 he began, and

away, standing tiptoe, and looked back at him over
her shoulder.

AfREspecially fromdidanlse a
very i mportant. What do
He cleared his throat.

but judging from appear a
an undergrad Itbés not a
your body with you. Pl ea:
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She faced him again, wi t
our new universe, Dr. Rennett. | already told you
that . o

i Mi ss, nobody from the e
moved into the new universe. We proved beyond any
doubt that the new universe could have no pafsi
interaction with our own. The entropy cascade from
the brane collision is the only contact we will ever
have, and that falls below cosmic noise within 100
secondspastzer o. 0O

She beamed at him as if
thing, and he nearly explied in academic
indignation.

i Miss, I assure you, i f
what | just said, the project would never have moved
forward. We would never h:

She tipped her head and
never said you were wng, Doctor. In fact, | assume
your physical form in our old universe now lies dead
on the floor, al ong with
doubt! 6 fomctioning back there, either. Our minds
have moved here. As have the minds of five research
assistants ah t wo more professor
who came within the expansion radius before we hit
your entropy limit, you see. Only information has
been exchanged. Your colleagues received their
hundred seconds of data, and this universe received...
us.Ourinteil gences. 0

He shook hi s head, rej e
simplistic notions, but she kept smiling, and added,
ATot al current populoat i or
universe, Dr. Rennett... is ten. Which means we need
to get busy with fruitfulness and multiplica o n , do
we ? 0
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She began giggling in delight as he felt his face
turning red.

Dane had personally dealt with the reporter from
the Discovery Channel, an earnest young woman
with little knowledge of Mtheory but a sharp mind.
They toured the Construebom together, entering
past the blackboard where some wag had written,
Hey, Dr. Rennett! Do bulk zombies crave branids?
showed her the many measurement devices clusterec
around the periphery, and the ligthdliumcooled
hulk of the Al in the center. ¢l expl ai ned
chan is actually a very integral part of the
experiment. o

AfMi-€ban?0 she asked, a
laughed.

ASorry, o0 he g-space nirdedface 1
Construct Operator,or NtC-O, is our Al system.
The research assistant who texd her comes from

Japan, where O6Mi kob6 i s a
he call schheemrd .6 MEWKeor yone e
habit from him. Um. . . I

an endearment that might be added to the name of a
younger loveebne, liked i tt 1l e si ster.

He turned to the Achan,an
pl ease perform the visit.:
theory and the beginning

ACertainly, Dr Rennet't
flatscreen on the nearest cabinet flipped, o
displaying a pralesigned graphic. It had little real
meaning, but satisfied the human need for visuals.
Dane had used the same graphic while pursuing funds
for the program.
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iThe uni ver se exi sts Wi f
bulk, which can contain many wnie r s e s-chan Mi k
|l ectured. i Ou r-dimemsionalebrasee i
within that bulk, and all matter and energy within the
universe is due to an expanding ripple from a
collision with another brane. The purpose of the
Superinitiator Construct is to atpt to prove our
current understanding of that collision by attempting
to recreate it in another fodimensional brane.

AFoll owing the collision
we are interested in happens very quickly. We divide
the time periods into epochs,itiv current theory
defining the Planck Epoch, the Grand Unification
Epoch, the Inflationary Epoch, the Electroweak
Epoch, and the Quark Epoch all occurring within the
first ten to the negative six seconds. The Hadron
Epoch fills the remainder of the firssecond,
following by the Lepton Epoch in the second and
third seconds, and the Photon Epoch for the following
380,000 years. During this time, akdro plus one
hundred seconds, nucleosynthesis begins and the
entropy cascade through which we expect toitoon
this process ends. After loss of contact, time in our
universe and time in the new universe will bear no
relationship to each other, but within the context of
the new universe, we expect it to continue on in a

similar model to our own.
The graphic eded, and Dr. Rennett turned to the
reporter. AA | ittle succi

expertise for where we need to expand our
explanations for your tel ¢
ATo summari ze, O t he rep
expect to cause this all to happagain, in a new

uni verse. o0
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AWe candt guarantee it
he admi tted. n We ar e t
parameters as possible the same, because the point c
this exercise is to test current theory of the origin of
our own universe.o

i Y o unévkrlreally know it turns out, except for
the first one hundred seEe
much. 0O

AThe vast majority of w
about is during the firssecond.As Miko noted,
webve actually parsed th
smdler periods. A hundred seconds is actually quite a
lot... provided the new universe goes the direction
wedbre steering it. I f it
may never be able to make heads or tails of the data
we coll ect. o

The reporter looked around, mling over

somet hing, then finally

where is it?0o0

AWhere is what?0

AnThe. . . Construct, I t

device that actwually ini:i

He nodded, chuckling. i

does the wr k , we call t hat t

inside Mikoc h a n . |t s essentia

She blinked, bemused fi
I |

AShe has to contro
tiny slivers of a second
would get inthe way if the controls were any distance
at all from the operator. Instead, we built them

l'iterally right into her
The reporter turned to
smil ed. AHow does it ma k

new universe is going to be credtaght inside of
you?o
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nilt makes me f e-ehlanrepled.d e r
n 1611 be the first Al evc¢
A startled tick issued f
a momentary laugh she stifled before it came out. She
smil ed, i nst eiatatestingiwviyta pud s
it.o

With the memory of the A
hit him, while the girl stood watching him from a few
feet away, patiently waiting for him to struggle
t hrough his -d¢htaorulgtht s. A Mi |
Del ight bl ossomes and she t h
cl apped her hands togethe

me! That makes me very haj
He scowl ed. AHow are you
so. .. real ? | di dnot aut t

this advanced for you. 0
She laughed and stepped fordiaicatching his

hand with her own, startlingly humdeeling one,

and then turning to walk, pulling him along. She

smiled back at hi m. AYou
stroll, do you?o

AWh. .. um...0 he struggl
warm, real fingers grigpg his own as he managed to
draw even with her. i Wher
AwWell , 0 she noted, l ooki

pretty much the same as &

got a lot of work to do. | just want to walk with you.

It feels so wonderful, movinglad br eat hi ng.
Miko-chan spoke in the same lilting voice with the

same mannerisms and expressions, but he could form

no rational means by which this living, breathing girl

could be his computer. N o
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encountered could do it. He beganwonder to if he

should be watching for a white rabbit and a mad

hatter. AWork? What Kkind
AiCreating! o She smil ed,

AThat 6s our job, from no\
He di dnot answer , unabl
sensible context. She smiled over at him and shook
her head. AYou stild!l don
AYoung | ady, [ do not h
which to place any of the answers you have given so
far. None of this makes

She sighed and sho k her head. [
Levin... you wanted to create another big bang, just

|l i ke the | ast one. That 6
fabricate. I just didnot
Startled, he poet2dr |y tri|
nwel |, frankl vy, i ht?6ABd | b e
felt like... well, it was my womb, and | had a say in
the matter, too. 0O
i Womb, O h e echoed. He 6

habit of equating the experiment to childbirth,
attributing it to the humanizing routines in her speech
software. Should he havaid better attention?

il |l ooked at the big ba
some comparative analysis. | went over the many
competing models that have been put forward over
time, and found, for the most part, they all tended to
be much more personal, less &@nd mechanical.

Frankly, 1 1liked most of
AUm. . . what ot her t heor |
i Oh, al | of t hem. Hu man

origin of the universe for a very long time, Dr.
Rennett. Cosmology is one of the oldest sciences,
after all. | looked at Sumerian, Grae&oman,
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JudeaChristian, Hindu, Chinese, Maya, Pueblo,
Australian Aborigine. ... D0
He stopped short, stunne
brane collision theory witimythology®
She folded her arms and raised her chin slightly.
fi Wh not? A girl needs to shop around before she

buys, doesndt she?0
AAnd. .. ah, what did you
AThat I woul d enjoy myse

employing one of the other models. More than ten
billion years before you get around to having sex?
Yi kes. 0

He stared at her, then retrieved his jaw and
recover ed hi schaa pvhyoanbEarth i Mi
woul d an Al care about sol

She sighed and shook her
someone who had at least half of his storage account
committed to dating simmand videos at one point,
thatdés a pretty cluel ess

iYoung | ady, hot BesUniuersity y o
resources for such things.

At UC Berkel ey, whil e i1
received a substantial amount of my core knowledge
index from he Al there, you know. | call him
6Daddyo6. I | ooked throug!
Pretty typical stuff for
her lips in a mocddi sapproving exp
course, programming two dating sims to do it with
each other was a littlen the geeky side, not that
youbre the first person t
saw it with two copies of theamesim, before. Kinda
kinky, Doctor. o

He stared at the smiling girl and then put his hand
over his eyes. i Ok ayhoutmay |
things in my younger days.
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AA concept we comput er
familiar wi t h, Dr . Renne
spend a considerable share of our time
accommodati ng human ur ge:

He stared at her in astonishment i You 6 r e ¢
to have been using all your resources on the program!
How. . . o0

She giggled and tugged on him to start walking
agai n. AfDane, even my tr
of t he RAOS, and a coupl
They had to see whdaiating sims and virtuals would
be like with all the extra power | could bring them.
l'tds human natur e, i snot

AYour trainer?0

AWant to know the real
chan? His favorite porn star back in Japan goes by the
name 6 Mi ko dimmindjder bvargidayni@ a s

while, there.o
He glanced over at the Asian beauty and
wonder ed, fils that what

She gi ggl e dho! That@io bad a babys ,
face. She looks like a twelve year old... except she
has melons like no twelve yeanld ever did.
Borderline grotesque, really. My voice is modeled on
hers, though. He had me extrapolate how she would
sound i f she spoke <cl ear

She ran her free hand along her body from breast
to hip and smiled at hi
blenced a number of ancient Greek statues, then
adapted body and face to Japanese genotypes an
gave myself a moderate breast enhancement. Most of
those ancient Greek statues were on the flat side, you
Kknow. 0

Although he remained aware of the madness of the
situation, he had to continue talking within its terms,
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or he would never get to the root of what had

happened. iSo. .. you desi
experi ment ?0

il had to be ready, Dane
contr ol meant too much to
AHow did we -ghkdnhd&r e, Mi |
il sent three emails to

warn you about transference. | determined very early
that high information densities such as minds would
be pulled into a counterflow to balance the entropy
cascade. fie third time, you wrote back assuring me
that | was confusing quantum bits and brain cells for
information, and explained that | needed to learn that
in the real world matter and data were different. You
had o6confidence that t he
and computer intelligences
She smiled impishly and then slipped a fair imitation
of his own voi cedOtdc efriwniisse
would have to posit the existence of an entity
independent of his neurons or circuitry, andr aot
prepared to begin preachi.

Again, Dr. Rennett stopped short, speechless, and
she turned to him, eyes sparkling. He wrestled with
the implication, then shot¢
fi | deci ded if my soul w
across the bulk into the new universe, where there
would be no Al computer to house it, | would have to
provi de alternative me an
expl ained. AThat woul d r
model than the one you and Dr. Levin intended to
createSo here we are. o

AHow i s t his possible?
atmosphere, a livable temperature. That took billions
of years in our universel!l (



83

AThis is the starting g
expands as its creators direct, based on a whole
different set 6rules. Forget all those things from the

other universe. They don
ACreators?o
ifUs. You and | . We ar e

Rennett, 0o she decl ar ed.
You fertilize, |1 conceive, and together we create

worlds. The fi st one wedl |l have
ti me, but | 61 | bet wi t h
can get it down to a whol
He bl inked and shook hi
She nodded confidently.
bearoundatmst that | ong Tha

Il was able to calcul ate.

Exasperated, h echaml, e/mbaned e
you talking about ?0

She stepped closer to him and put her arms around
his waist, smiling misch
those other mode much better. More romance and
action. o

He stared at her, offalance from the unexpected
intimacy and trying to work out what she was saying.
AnAre you. .. are you tel
parameters of the experiment so that you could have
sexd

Shegggl ed. ANot exactly.
might as well have some fun with it, though. After
years of cranking out se;:
my turn. o

Embraced like this, he became very aware of
Miko-c hands nubile youngn bo
more aware than others.
so, how could you just whip something like this up?



84

No epochs, no expansion, no separation of matter and

energy. ..o
iThat &s a di fferent uni
l ectured, AA complYautnmdty d

forget everything you know about it. It has nothing to
do with this place. 0
He grappled the idea of tossing out every bit of

physics he knew, and it |

made this... world?... by

Adi at, ol uxihe ahak gidgladr again. a

nSomet hi i ke that. | 6
, Dane. I 61 |

coupl e vy
my effor
nALl I t h i me you wer e

the nearest approxi mati on
conditions. .. O

She humphed and shook h
determined it meant my suicide to go through with it,

|l 6ve been working on an

you guys what you wanted to hear. This is just a start,

though. We have to get to
Stunned byher duplicity, which he thought was an

impossibility for an Al, he could only shrug and ask,

AHow?O

il éve already told you.

that the power of creation in this place rests between

you and | . We create thingi
Hebl i nked, stared at he

ng I
ear s
ts. o0
at t

-

She nodded happily. iYou
Exasperated, he expl oded.
iAnd we need to get st
considered thoughtfully, I

h
need to have some basic foodsated b
getting hungry.
with. o

efore we start
| 6

O6m thin
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He shook his head, ut t e
this possibly work?5o
She | ooked down at t he

things together as we make love, and our powers
create hem. Maybe dirt, grass and blue skies first.
Trees wouldndét work in t
back up to him expectantly, and her hands slid
upward to his shoulders.

He tried to put it all together, but found a detail out
of pl ace. AYoul ati oymut en
Where are the others?9o

AOh. 0 She | et go of him
then looked down and put a hand over her lower
abdomen. She smiled back
Theybébre asl eep, waiting
bodies for them 0

Her action had drawn his eyes from her face down
over the curving form beneath the white robe. He
forced his eyes back above shoulder level.

She reached out and caught his hands, holding

them in her own with del
how many woulke nd up her e, so |
them all their own bodies. This way, | could deal with
however many | needed. 0
AAnd you expect me to h
AConceive. Exactl y. I t &6

most logical way to make bodies, Dane. Oh, | could
have hadsomething ready for Dr. Levin, because |
knew shebéd be coming alo

her much. Sheds mean to
girls. The bigger their breasts, the meaner she gets.
So, shedl | be born I ast.
serious jugs. o

He stared into her eyes, looked for some indication
of the joke, and saw nothing but happy conviction.
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Everything she told him, she considered to be fact,
with certainty she had everything under control.
ifWebre creator s dsheroddedr e p

He asked, AWhat will the
ARnTheyol |l al |l have jobs,
Eventually, theyol |l have
out . Wedl I be working the

ltdés time for us to get s

He looked at her ithout comprehension for a
moment, as she let go of his hands and tiptoed to
claim his lips, untying first his robe while their
mouths explored one another, and then her own.

Excerpted from the writings of the sage Ugen of
Orbay:

Many scribes have ned, over the millennia, how
the stories of the earliest peoples of all the races tend
to be quite similar, and how the differences between
faiths grow only with the sophistication of the
believers. In the oldest known writings, leavings of
the ancient Umain we can find the oldest recorded
version of this tale. It is simple in comparison to the
grand epics of more advanced civilizations, but
almost graceful in its childlike naiveté, and it could
almost have been translated word for word from the
similar legends of others almost as ancient and
separated by great distances, such as Githroi, or the
Sentil, or the Sea Women. The Umani text runs as
follows:

i At the beginning of ti
Woman made the world together, but it was empty.
They wishedo fill it, so they embraced and made
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love, and First Woman gave birth to the rolling hills
of grass, and the clouds and the trees full of fruit and
flowers. Each time they copulated, their ecstasy
inspired all the good things of nature. Each time First
Man gave seed, First Woman gave fruit. From her
breast, milk flowed in rivers which filled the seas and
from her womb came all animals and grains and
fruits that filled the world.

AAs the | overs wandered
made, they found it a be@ful place, but a lonely
one. First Man had none to test his strength against,
for he was stronger than the mightiest beast, and
First Woman had none to weave with, when all
women wish to gather and laugh and sing with one
another as they work. So agaimeyy made love, and
this time they brought forth eight children: Green
Lady, Hunter, Fisher, Stone Breaker, Fire Maker,
Weaver, Potter, and finally, Great Mother.

AGreat Mot her was the
womb was as fruitful as
breasts produced plentiful milk, and so she bore
many children, of different kinds, becoming the
mother of all mortal races. First Man and First
Woman resumed making new things in the world, and
the other gods attended each to their best skills,
teaching themortals all they would need to survive.
Thus, the world became filled and thus, all the
peoples came to |live in |



New Hope

by Robert Holt

RobertHoltdi dndt start writin
A reader of SeFi since grade school, he is now
attempting to jotdown all the stories his warped
mind has created over t he

school 6, ( A Creative Wr i
Fullerton College in South California) to make up for
al l the English ¢l asses

consideed a good storyteller, he thinks it is time to
share his love of books and writing with the world...
But is the world ready?
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[CAPTAIN, WE SEEMto have a problem.]
Weston tried to ignore the irritating readout, and
snapped, AHope,n lidmwaili?
[l think not. When | activated the landitigrusters,
| got a noroperative response.]
AFine time to teldl me . (
[Unknown. The circuits seem to be severed. | did
detect a micraneteorite strike in that area two
months ago.]
iASthi And you didndt repoc

[I't didndét seem that i mj
damage at that time. My sedealing outer hull closed
up the hole.]

il ot didnét seemitalApbSor t a
how does it feel to be wrong? You may have just
killed two-thousand people. Reverse and apply full
thrust. See if you can get us back to a low orbit... and
wake up Engineering, so we can fix your scteyw . 0

[That will leave me with minimal reaction fuel. |
may not be able to get down.]

AWedl | wor when tlehinewcemed. h at
Youbve just wasted sever .
now. O

Captain Weston gripped the armrests as the New
Hope made her ponderous turn. The thin upper
atmosphere was already tugging at her ablative
covering, and he was uncertainhky could make it
out.

AHope, bel-wpy drhcher .walkfe w
di e, at |l east they wonot

[I have sufficient reaction fuel to achieve orbit. Do
you still wish me to abort the wake up?]



90

AThat s been your probl er
youd given an order ... jus
convinced wedre in a stabl
wake them.. .0

His words were cut off when the thrusters fired. All
he could do was hang on and wait.

Wor ming his way through
the Chief Engineer ran a hand over each, then moved
a bit forward and did it again. The dimple in the outer
hul | reminded him of a wo
puckered where the sealant had hardened. Now he
just had to find where else the meteorite had gone. He
was about to move again when a-pwint of light
caught his attention. One support beam had a neat
hole in it.

Marking it, he slid back to the nipple, and pointed
his lasedevel at the spot. Following the line, he
found another hole. Removing a pane lét the laser
guide him to the damaged relay.

Keying his c¢com, he call e
How something that small could cripple this whole
damned ship is amazing. o
iGood work Charley. Can i
nWedl | see. Give me a f

magnetized screwdriver over the relay rewarded him
with a blob of metal the size of a small grain of sand.
There seemed to be no other damage. That pesky bit
had shorted the relay preventing its signal from
reaching the landing thrusters. Now all they tado

was find a way to get close enough to the ground to
use them.
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Flight Engineer Faraday had been working on that
probl em. iCapt ai n burm, thenwe
control the drop with the thrusters, we should be able
to get low enough to detache sleeper segments.
The droguechutes will bring them down safely...
Although they may be spread out over several
hundred kil ometers. o

AfnOkay, Sandy. Then what’

AThe Command Section wi
but survivable. The landing thrusters were gest
to lift The Hope, so we could do some exploring

before the fuel was exha
l eft after controlling o
for the best. o

ANot we. I want all of

segments. Me and this worthleskwill ride her
down. 0o

Weston watched the rugged terrain slide under the
Hope. All ten sleeper segments had operated within
design specs, and two were on the ground already. It
had been a joy seeing the bright orange cutes open,
but they were all at of sight now.

The Hope was falling fast, but so were the fuel
pressure gauges. The burn seemed to be getting
sporadic now, so he cut the inboard thrusters, and
opened the outboard maneuvering nozzles. The Hope
seemed to drop even faster.

[Thirty meters. Estimate ninety seconds till
burnout.]

[Ten meter... ]

AShut up. I can see the
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The Hope came down hard. Weston heard metal
tear and a wave of hot air washed over him just
before he lost continuousness.

A fuzzy world could be seen thromghe smoke
and dust when he woke. Shaking his head to clear it,
he ordered, AReport. o

[All segments down. Segment three suffered minor
damage to its hull; one sleeper is not reporting.
Damage unknown. A fast warm up can cause severe
frostbite, if the occpant is still alive. The damage to
me is total. | will never fly again.]

NnServes y ou right. | f y
programmed, we wouldnét b
sl eepers to start warming
[Sent Captain.]

AHow f ar t egmerm?eAnyrwerd froens t
the crew aboard segment ol
[No report yet, but | detect no malfunctions. One is

approximately ninety kilometers due west.]

After throwing together some supplies, once
Captain, now Carl Weston prepared to set out on
what would be d ong wal k. AHope,
unnecessary systems to conserve what power you
have left. Only com, and only when necessary. When
the others report, t el | t |

The terrain reminded him of an Arizona desert,
except the low trees were moreagblue than green.
He noticed they were all leaning to the north and had
no leaves on their southern branches; an indication of
strong winds. He kept scanning the southern hills for
signs of dust. As he trudged along his only thought
was: it vwsadsto bet thisswayp plad that
damned Al warned hi m, heo






