
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Farspace 

Anthology  

 

1 
 

 
 

 

 

Edited by 

EH Rydberg 
 

 

 

 

Utility Fog 

 

Press 



 

 

 
 

This is a collection of fiction. Names, characters, places 

and incidents are products of the authorsô imaginations or 

are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. 

Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or 

persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.  

 

 

Published by Utility Fog Press 

2 Granby Park 

Harrogate, UK 

HG1 4AE 

 

utilityfogpress@yahoo.co.uk  

www.utilityfogpress.com/ 
 

 

Copyright © 2008 Edwin Harold Rydberg 

 

 
 

 

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or 

reproduced in any manner without written permission, 

except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical 

articles and reviews. 

 

Cover image óFilling the Oceansô by Crystalwizard  

(www.artwanted.com/crystalwizard) 

 

http://www.utilityfogpress.com/
http://www.artwanted.com/crystalwizard


 

 
Books by Authors in Farspace Anthology 1 

 

 

BEN PARRIS 
 

Wade of Aquitaine 

 

 

SHERRI FULMER MOORER 
 

Battleground EarthðLiving by Faith in a Pagan 

World 

 

 

P.A. MATHEWS 
 

Myth to LifeðThe Rise of Riley McCabe 

 

 

CRYSTALWIZARD 
 

NOVELS IN THE SOJOURN CHRONICLES 
 

Wizardôs Bane 

Villenspell: City of Wizards 

Wizards and Wanderers 

Army of Misfits 

 

OTHER NOVELS BY CRYSTALWIZARD 
 

Spellbound 

 



 

Story Copyrights 
 

ñThe Golden Doorò â 2004 by W.D.Wilcox. 

ñSexy Rocketsò â 2005 by Ben Parris. 

ñAirò â 2007 by M. Elizabeth Bomhower. 

ñK40506Aò â 2007 by M. Elizabeth Bomhower. 

ñLessons from the Patriotsò â 2003 by murf. 

ñCosmogonyò â 2007 by Eric Fretheim. 

ñNew Hopeò â 2007 by Robert Holt. 

ñNobodyò â 2007 by Sherri Fulmer Moorer. 

ñAn Electromagnetic Pulseò â 2006 by 

P.A.Matthews. 

ñAwaken from that Gentle Good Nightò â 2006 by 

EH Rydberg and Roy Sirkis. 

ñThe Last Guardianò â 2005 by J.A.Powell. 

ñWizardôs Baneò â 2004 by Crystalwizard. 

 

 

 

Editorial Staff 
 

EH Rydberg  Editor-in-Chief 

Crystalwizard  Associate Editor 

S.E. Kiko   Copy Editor 

Eric Fretheim  Acquisitions Editor 

Amanda Irazusta  Acquisitions Editor 



 

 

Contents  
 

THE GOLDEN DOOR  

W.D. Wilcox    1 

SEXY ROCKETS 

Ben Parris   11 

AIR  

M. Elizabeth Bomhower  29 

K40506A 

M. Elizabeth Bomhower  31 

LESSONS FROM THE PATRIOTS 

murf  44 

COSMOGONY 

Eric Fretheim  69 

NEW HOPE 

Robert Holt  88 

NOBODY 

Sherri Fulmer Moorer 101 

AN ELECTROMAGNETIC PULSE  

P.A.Matthews 109 

AWAKEN FROM THAT GEN TLE  

GOOD NIGHT  

EH Rydberg & Roy Sirkis 112 

THE LAST GUARDIAN  

J.A.Powell 135 

EXTRA:  WIZARDôS BANEðCHAPTER 1 

Crystalwizard 139 



 

 
 

 

Acknowledgements  
 

 

 

 

This anthology represents a selection of speculative 

fiction from the writing community of Writing.Com. 

We would like to thank the Storymaster and 

Storymistress for creating an amazing Internet 

resource that has led to the development of a 

wonderfully vibrant and supportive community. 

Without them this anthology would not have been 

possible. Thanks also to all the members of 

Writing.Com who have given helpful, encouraging 

advice.  Finally, we would like to thank our friends 

and families for their loving support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
 

Preface  
 

 

 

 

 

We live in a unique period of history. Never before 

have the future possibilities from technological 

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 all there 

wasðthe 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, specifically the last five centuries or so, 

our view has changed, expanded. Now we understand 

that the universe is vastð156 billion light years wide 

is the latest estimateðfar vaster than most of us can 

imagine. Current theories attempting to unify the 

fundamental physical 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 to formulate views of the universe and 

intelligence that could never have been contemplated 



 

by our predecessors. The simplistic multiverse of 

only a half-century ago has given way to the 

manifold, which may house a milieu of membrane 

universesðor 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 intelligence. 

Diving pen-first 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 within, or 

even sideways into the strange and sometimes fearful 

unknown. We hope you enjoy the ride. 

 

EH Rydberg 

Harrogate, UK 
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The Golden Door  
by W.D. Wilcox  

 

 

W.D.Wilcox is a new and upcoming writer of 

horror fiction. He has had several short stories appear 

in major publications: The óAbaculusô Anthology, on 

sale at Amazon.com, óKudzuô, a Literary Magazine 

out of Kentucky, as well as many Webzines across 

the web. He lives happily with his wife and four 

wonderful daughters in the Seattle, Washington area. 
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THERE WAS A RENT in 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 

hesitating, he ripped the membrane open, bent low, 

and entered the other world. 

As he stood upright, his body convulsed from lack 

of oxygen. He calmed himselfðfocused his will on 

his breathingðadjusted his perception. His inner-

being persuaded his brain that this was breathable 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 fourth-dimension.  

Moon-eyed, he followed the growth-line of some 

tubular vegetation that weaved in and out of a 

maddening, florescent-blue river. He floated just 

inches above the rolling grass, the strength of his will 

grasping at a pinpoint of light in the distanceð

directing his body toward it.  

His mind registered his surroundings as Limboð

the world in-between the worlds. One could easily get 

lost here, staring into the ever-changing void 

foreverðto become a shadow of shadows. He 

ignored the vast stretches of distance and time as only 

illusion, and concentrated on his goal. 

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 
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ever-watchfulðnever letting him pass. He prepared 

his mind for the inevitable battle ahead. 

He came to a dead halt. A beautiful field of roses 

stood perfect before him and his mind was whisked 

awayðplaying in the garden. Each flawless blossom 

would erupt as he passed nearby sending blood-red 

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 happening, 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 pseudo-perspective of the room had been 

chosen to produce surroundings of restful security, 

but Duncan knew it for what it really wasða walled 

prison.  

The door slid open, admitting the tall, bone-skinny 

project manager wearing the forked-lighting insignia 

of PSI Branch. ñAh, there you are. I thought I might 

find you here.ò 

ñItôs kind of hard to get lost in this place.ò Duncan 

cringed at the thought of what the tech officer might 

have in store for him. ñI come here often to escape 

the poking and prodding of your medical team. It is 

the only room left to me that isnôt filled with little 

cameras and hidden microphones.ò 

The head of PSI Branch ignored his complaint. ñIt 

is beautiful here, isnôt it? The roses smell fantastic.ò 
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ñWhat do you want? Iôve never known you to take 

the time to stop and smell the roses before.ò 

ñUh...thatôs true enough. Itôs the doctors. They 

want to run a few more tests. They insist...ò 

Duncan paled. ñTests?ò 

ñYes, Iôm afraid so.ò 

ñBut thatôs all you ever want! I just want to go 

home. Iôm through with your tests.ò 

ñDuncan...Duncan, look at me.ò The man appeared 

birdlike with long nose, pointed chin, narrow mouth. 

His eyes made quick darting movements about the 

room. ñLook, you know how important this isðwhat 

it can mean for the entire world. If we succeed in 

breaking through into other dimensionsðother 

worlds,ðit will change the face of the planet forever! 

It will solve over-population, the worldôs hunger 

problem, make space propulsion obsolete.ò  

ñIt could also be used as a formidable weapon! 

Perhaps, if you could turn this enlightenment over to 

all the other nations, we could...ò 

ñNow, now, now...weôve been through this a 

hundred times. There are many enemies of our 

country that we would have to exclude from this type 

of knowledge.ò  

Duncan tried to swallow with a dry throat. An 

overriding awareness churned within him. ñNothing 

can be excluded from life, Brodrick. It is all one 

thing.ò 

ñThat is very astute, but does not apply to people 

who would like to see our country burned to ashes.ò 

He plucked a rose, handed it to Duncan. ñJust so you 

know, weôve put a new psi amplifier in the back of 

your neck. It will amplify your latent abilitiesð

enable you to better tap into your psi energies. You 
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are probably already feeling the effects, but we need 

to test it.ò 

ñItôs all about this ópsi focusô thing, isnôt it?ò 

ñWell, yes, thatôs what we call the phenomenon.ò 

He quickly checked his watch. ñThere are certain 

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 planet, world to world, without 

ever using a ship; look at a man with an incurable 

disease, and the disease would be cured; read 

peopleôs minds...raise the dead.ò 

ñYou make it sound as if I could be óall powerfulô.ò 

ñYes! If you are the psi focus that we think you 

are, then you could be...well, a god.ò 

 

~ 

 

The Guardian stood twice as tall as a man. Shaped 

like a saw-tooth lizard with scaly yellow plates and 

stalked eyes swiveling left, then right. Duncan could 

smell the stink of the creatureðsickly 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 sunburst 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 beast-stink of 
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the thing overpowered his senses and forced him to 

close his burning eyes. 

The monsterôs stalk eyes moved, centered on him. 

 

~ 

 

Duncan opened his eyes. The young med-tech was 

placing a large metallic helmet upon his head. ñDo 

not move suddenly or try to jerk away. The 

microfilament probes within this bowl will cause you 

great discomfort if you do.ò 

Duncan felt something touch his scalp in many 

places, a crawling and tickling sensation. ñWhat is 

this thing?ò he asked, his voice echoing oddly in his 

ears. 

ñThis is a psi enhancer,ò the tech said. ñSee that 

wall behind me?ò  

He stared straight ahead under the lip of the bowl 

and saw a gray, featureless wall. ñYeah, I see it.ò 

ñWe want you to focus on that wall and create 

something on it that weôll be able to see.ò 

ñCreate something?ò 

ñYeah, you know, like a miracle or something.ò 

The tech finished adjusting the machine. ñGood 

luck,ò he said, tapping the helmet, then walked off. 

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 snakesðhundreds 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 
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looked at him with black eyes. Opening its mouth, it 

revealed rows of endless pin-shaped teeth dripping a 

liquid silvery substance off their sharp points. The 

snake flowed from the wall to the floor, came 

forward stopping at Duncanôs feetðseveral more 

followed its path. 

There was screaming, and he saw a med-tech run 

byðone of the purple snakes attached to his inner 

thigh, withering and twisting its body as it tore his 

flesh.  

ñGet out! Get out!ò someone shouted. ñMy God, 

theyôre everywhere!ò 

Duncan concentrated on the wall. It began 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 by, 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 micro-probes, he stood amidst a floor 

seething with purple snakes, and approached the 

barrier.  

His eyes stayed focused on the landscape filled 

with blood-red roses and a florescent-blue 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 power-hungry 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. 

 

~ 
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The creature swung toward him, waddling forward 

on its four short legs. Duncan heard 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 

Brodrickðknew it would test him. 

ñNo more tests!ò he yelled at the giant lizard. He 

turned, and majestically waved a hand. Somewhere, 

there was a great howling of non-sound, but he 

ignored it as a dancing sword of flame came into 

being next to his outstretched hand. The 

Brodrick/Lizard pausedðtook a step backwards. 

The monstrous face opened its beak, smelled him 

with its darting tongue, ñLife is a test,ò it finally 

spoke. ñThereôs always something more we need to 

knowðthatôs the way it is in an infinite universe.ò 

The creatureôs voice rasped heavily, ñWe live in an 

infinite system where anything can happen, a place of 

constant change. The one sure truth is: things 

change.ò 

ñI have changed!ò Duncan shouted. ñYou have 

changed me forever!ò 

The guardian roared, snapping its teeth inches from 

Duncanôs face. Instinctively, he swung the sword at 

it, the tip grazing the monsterôs nose. 

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 snake-like tongue 

gingerly plunging in and out of its wound. Duncan 

approached it.  

The great lizard positioned itself flat upon the 

ground, laid its giant head between its front legs. 

Warily it eyed the swordðfinally spoke. ñI can not 
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let you enter. Only the psi energy of the dead may 

pass.ò 

ñWhat is this great power?ò 

The Brodrick/Lizard would not answer. 

Duncan swung the sword again, saw the trail of 

flames it left behind. ñSpeak! I command it!ò 

The lizard flinched, tried to back further away, then 

realized it was trapped against the wall. ñAll of 

mankind acting together represents a great psi force,ò 

it said. ñLike an energy system. Sometimes we call 

this force religion. Sometimes we give it an 

independent focus of action which we call God.ò 

Awareness erupted into him. ñSo that is the 

phenomenon you call psi focus. Tell me what 

happened to the first lonely human that tapped into 

this energy?ò  

ñHe was condemned as a sorcerer and burned alive. 

He did not have the knowledge to use the power.ò 

Duncan raised the flaming sword. ñI have the 

knowledge.ò He pointed the blade at the great lizard. 

ñAnd I know how to use it!ò With a sudden 

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 

spheresða three-dimensional shadow cast into a 

fourth-dimensional universe. The spheres flew about 

his head like maddened bees, then crashed into the 

golden door. Duncan watched as it silently swung 

open. 

Stepping through the doorway, he came face to 

face and mind to mind with the infinite numbers of 

beings that had passed before him, had passed from 

the life of the physical and entered into the center of 

this fourth dimension. In that instant he was with 
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them, was part of them, fully understanding the 

connection between 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 beneath him. He 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 Parris, a founding director at Long Islandôs 

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 variety of writing, editing, and 

public speaking projects for twenty-five 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 Arthur 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 HALTED the countdown for 

Eagle II at T minus 1 hour, and 1minute. The crew 

sighed at the frozen clock and unbuckled in unison, 

innocent of any knowledge of what had happened. 

The problem could have been a clogged defroster, 

a balky retracting bolt, or a faulty pressure sensor that 

held them moon-bound. It could have been that one 

of the astronauts sneezed. It might have been any 

careless thing, but observer 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 

educators new to the expanded moon base, and in 

Benôs case, new to the moon itself. He got tips on 

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 session had hardly begun before a secret service 

type yanked him into a private meeting in a remote 

location, and uttered the words ónational security.ô 

Tycho Base command was waiting for him. 

 

~ 
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ñCan you repeat what you just said, General 

Toner?ò Ben had asked. His nose twitched at the stale 

cigarette air. Although a rare smell these days, it was 

one he hadnôt forgotten. The General was a closet 

lawbreaker. 

ñYouôre not in the military, Mr. Saffire, so you 

may call me Cathy.ò 

ñThe sweet talk beginséò 

ñYou wonôt find me very sweet.ò 

ñGeneral Cathy then,ò he said. ñAnd Iôm alright 

with Ben, if you like.ò 

ñBen, I asked you if you were still authorized to 

carry a gun.ò 

Ben laughed uneasily. He was 68 now. ñI didnôt 

know that the life of an educator could be that 

dangerous.ò 

Her mouth pursed in a thin tight line. ñIt is now.ò  

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 the 

gap between scientists and lay people. He had come 

to the moon in exactly that capacity. With todayôs 

planet hopping, his title turned out to be more literal 

than the fanciful turn of phrase born in some PR 

departmentôs dreams. Yet, as the general explained, 

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. 

 ñIôm an old man,ò said Ben. ñAnd Iôm not one of 

your soldiers.ò 

ñThe age for collecting social security begins at 85 

these days, and we only have one sixth the gravity of 
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Earth so you must be feeling no pain. Besides, Iôm 

told that parts of you are quite young.ò 

ñWouldnôt you like to know.ò 

She consulted a file in front of her and read from it. 

ñSubject has had heart, pancreas, and liver all re-

grown and enjoys an excellent physical training 

regimen. His intelligence quotient remains in the top 

two percent of personnel.ò 

ñWhen did you change my name to ósubjectô?ò 

ñWe renew your contract every two years. One day 

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 of I-CORPS and NASA? 

Are you loyal to the United States of America?ò 

By teaming up with NASA to save money, I-

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 100
th
 launch from their 

moon base to Mars, a bitter pill for their vanquished 

competition to swallow. Ben figured the Generalôs 

request had something to do with the reported threats 

against I-CORPS, something that Ben took 

personally. 

ñYou know that I do, and I am. Tell me what is it 

you needéCathyéand Iôll tell you if I can assist.ò 

General Toner took a deep breath. ñBrenda 

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 

embezzlement. We donôt have anyone on the moon 

competent to trace it further, but we suspect that she 

is now helping someone funnel money from I-

CORPS to Colin Parma.ò 
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ñSo sheôs back in the embezzlement business,ò said 

Ben, thinking of all the high flying criminals he 

brought down in his time. 

ñWeôre building a conspiracy case.ò 

ñParma is the former CEO of Virgin Galactic who 

founded Sexy Rockets, Inc., right?ò 

ñSexy Rockets, yes,ò admitted the General with 

obvious disgust. 

ñItôs on the New York Stock Exchange, symbol 

SXY. I own 5,000 shares.ò 

ñWe know that, which brings me to the other 

reason that I chose you. The stockholderôs meeting is 

being held on the moon in two days. That will be 

your cover and your way in.ò 

ñSo my cover is to be myself.ò He waved his hand 

as if sheôd blown smoke. ñWhy not wait for an active 

investigator from Earth? Thereôs something going on 

here thatôs beyond what youôve told me.ò 

ñYes, Ben, our intelligence estimates indicate that 

with the contracts of many of the old companies 

shutting down, the illicit funds to Parma are being 

choked off. Colinôs profile suggests that he is capable 

of violent measures to do something about it. Our 

one-hundredth launch is coming up, and that would 

be a prime target. You will need the gun.ò 

ñI can investigate for you, but Iôm not prepared to 

tangle with people like Colin Parma.ò 

She looked away, possibly trying to remember 

where she hid the cigarettes. ñIf youôre as smart as 

youôre supposed to be, hopefully, it wonôt come to 

that.ò 

Old Benôs young heart was beating fast. 

 

~ 
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In World War II, pilots dubbed it 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 because the 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 stocking and patent 

leather high heel shoes reclining sleepily on a cloud 

with the headline ñ7
th
 Heaven.ò They went on to 

reproduce ñLucy Quipment,ò ñDaddyôs Delight,ò and 

a naked ñSatanôs Little Sister,ò complete with pointed 

tail. The headquarters of Sexy Rockets, Inc., on 

Tycho Base was decorated to commemorate their 

premiere image.  

Inside of Sexy Rocketsô headquarters, the 

companyôs founder, Colin Parma, a former football 

player and coach, puffed out his chest for an 

audience. ñToday we stand embattled by a 

government gone wild,ò he said, ña government that 

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 they want to 

commercialize space, they need us, and only us.ò 

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 were in a 

vast amphitheater full of people rather than in a small 

room with an audience of fifteen. This particular 

speech had to be made to a select few. ñYour 



 17 

cooperation in this matter is something I call loyalty. 

The agreement we make this day is what I call a pact. 

But the Coalition calls those things treason and 

conspiracy, punishable by death. So you had better be 

damned sure youôre with me on this, because if you 

breathe a word to anyone, then either way, your neck 

is in the noose, and unlike the President of the United 

States, I donôt hand out pardons.ò 

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 heard 

the word ñspaceò he thought of railroads and how the 

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 making travel to Mars routine, then they 

would have to turn it over to private industry just as 

they did with the conquered land in the 19
th
 and 20

th
 

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 

implications. If Colin Parma didnôt want the money, 

DeSanto would gladly take it. 

Brenda Consiglio, also in the audience, barely 

heard anything. She had slipped into Parmaôs scheme 

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 I-CORPS payroll, which 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 Parmaôs group, she had the rare 

experience of literally seeing patches 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 wouldnôt let her forget about it. She wanted 

everyone on her list in a world of hurt. Stealing their 

money was the only way she 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. However 

when he got there, the scholar in him was drawn to 

the organizationôs flag, mounted on the wall behind 

Parma. The flag said, óJoin or Die,ô and the icon was 

a rattlesnake diced into sections. Some knew the old 

wives tale that you could restore a cut up snake 

before sundown and it would live. Breed recognized 

the work and the sentiment as a near-copy of 

Benjamin Franklinôs design for a flag that stirred 

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 ended, the group had formed a 

pact as solemn as a river of blood. Each of the SRI 

V.Pôs, DeSanto, Consiglio, and Breed, had their 

general assignments for bringing down I-CORPS, and 

their own reasons for doing so. As Parmaôs key 

lieutenants, it was up to them to work 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 was there. Was there ever anything so 

strange, he wondered, as a Solar System Ambassador 

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 that same path in his lifetime.  Yet the 

practical application of self-replicating robots, first 

demonstrated at Cornell University in 2005, and of 

course the formation of I-CORPS, greatly accelerated 

the Moon to Mars development schedule. His strange 

odyssey took 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 at SRI. 

Now if I were an embittered Brenda Consiglio, how 

would I funnel money from I-CORPS to Colin Parma 

at Sexy Rockets?  And if I were the Ben Saffire from 

my days in the Criminal Investigation Division at 

Treasury, what would I do about it? For a better start 
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on those questions, what might Colin Parma be 

planning next? 

 

~ 

 

Just a half-kilometer 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 above his 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 one was 

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, grunting 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 pounds of Earth weight; the 

apparatus looked truly gigantic. Reaching for a towel, 

he said, ñI didnôt see you there, Mr. Breed. Youôre 

lucky you werenôt in my way.ò 

Not trusting himself to comment, Carl said, ñWhat 

can I do for our pact today?ò 

ñWell said.ò Parma smiled, and then turned deadly 

serious. ñI donôt believe in going slow or starting 

small. Do you grasp that?ò 

ñI think I do.ò 
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ñNegotiating from strength is not enough for me. I 

negotiate from an unequalled crushing power.ò 

ñYes, sir.ò 

Parma held the lieutenant in his gaze. ñThen you 

understand we need a spectacular disaster to cow the 

I-CORPS. And we need it done immediately.ò 

ñI already have something in mind. The reactðñ 

ñI donôt want to hear any specifics. Our pact 

prohibits that discussion. Just tell me that you can do 

it, that you can give me the crippling advantage we 

require.ò 

 ñIôll need DeSantoôs help.ò 

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. 

Sometimes a pair could work together harmlessly. 

ñThat sounds to me like another detail that I donôt 

plan to hear. If I give you DeSanto, can you 

proceed?ò 

ñYes, Mr. Parma, I can do it.ò 

ñThen get to work.ò 

 

~ 

 

Ben entered the Sexy Rockets headquarters 

building on the pretext of attending the shareholderôs 

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 was going.  The way it was decorated, however, 

was a big surprise, although he supposed it shouldnôt 

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 ñReady For Duty,ò Nasty Stuff,ò and ñFreshly 

Maid,ò which of course was a busty maid in a pose 

too awkward for cleaning. Even more shocking were 

the ones in the executive suite: ñCherokee Strip,ò 

ñNoah Borshuns,ò and ñThe Comely Coolie.ò All of 

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 at one time, and quite possibly 

there was no one looking at all. The recordings that 

got reviewed later wouldnôt matter. The most likely 

problem in a big company was a random employee, 

and they didnôt usually ask questions if you looked 

confident you knew where you were going. 

Ben found Bob DeSantoôs office right next to an 

enlargement of ñHot Tô Trot.ò The windows were a 

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 around the knob. 

The command, ñYou, stop where you are,ò chilled 

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 

guard didnôt look stupid or seem to be in any mood 

for games. The ñIôm a little lost shareholderò routine 

didnôt seem that clever all of sudden. 
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Benôs advantage was that he didnôt look like 

someone you send for a break-in. Rather, he fit the 

profile of an authority figure, and he had experience 

being one. 

ñI found this door open,ò Ben said indignantly. 

ñWho areðñ 

  ñDo you speak English? Do you understand 

that this is a secure area and I shouldnôt be finding 

doors open?ò 

The guard tried it. ñItôs locked,ò he said smugly. 

ñYes, it is locked NOW. How do you think I feel 

when it becomes my job to go around re-locking 

doors for you?ò 

ñIðñ 

ñWell, do you have your keys or did you let 

someone steal them?ò 

ñTheyôre right on my belt.ò 

ñProve it! Show me that you have the keys to open 

this door.ò 

ñBut sir, I have toðñ 

 ñOpen it now!ò 

The guard glared at him helplessly, and then turned 

around to check his keys. As soon as the key was in 

the lock and began to turn, he got Benôs gun across 

the back of his head. Even in light gravity, the butt 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 proximity to DeSantoôs computer, 

Ben used a wireless device that by-passed the 

password protection. On the computer 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 
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needed to do, things would get very complicated if 

those two showed up early. 

Deeper in the files, Ben found little trace of 

Consiglioôs or Breedôs digital fingertips in the 

system. Nonetheless, to his well-trained eyes, there 

was no mistaking the path of the funds that were 

misappropriated from I-CORPS. 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 remained of 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 to I-CORPS launch 

pad where it would either channel a melt down or 

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 before DeSantoôs return. 

While he tried frantically to shut it down, he was 

no engineer. His first responsibility was to send the 

non-specific emergency signal to the launch crew. 

That part went smoothly. The countdown was halted 

at one hour and one minute. What Tycho Control 

couldnôt know was that their location was unsafe 

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 3-D smoke 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 well. She wasnôt acknowledging 

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 vessels were 

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 down, he was 

doing the math. If he took a horrible decision upon 

himself, how many lives did it affect? While he had 

been powerless in the case of his wife, it didnôt seem 

right that he had to decide which lives counted more. 

Finally, he did the only thing he could. He 

attempted to change the code for the power 

overloadôs destination. While he could not stop the 

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 they died. 

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 surface like Ben, 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, tried to escape the gravity 

of the moon, including one with a picture of a high-

heeled shoe and a legend that read, ñ7
th
 Heaven.ò 

 

~ 

 

Most of the conspirators were in the habit of 

spending as little time as possible at the offices of 

Sexy Rockets. That was how it happened 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, he called the Moon-to-Earth 

spaceport to ready a ship; there was nowhere on the 

lunar surface that he could hide from Parmaôs 

retribution for his failure and the catastrophic 

outcome. Paler than an already-pale Moon inhabitant, 

Breed ran for a protective space suit. 

That was where Parma expected him to go. Breed 

saw Parmaôs dark face, and backed up. He stopped 
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when he realized Parma had him cornered and that 

the man was well armed. ñWhatever youôre thinking, 

youôre wrong,ò said Breed. ñI was the only one loyal 

to you.ò 

ñWho do you really work for, Mr. Breed?ò said 

Parma. ñFor whom did you betray me? I-CORPS?ò 

The way he sighted down his gun barrel at Carl 

Breed, it seemed like the answer was a clerical 

matter. 

ñNo, I did what you wanted. Bob DeSanto knew I 

meant to blow up the launch. He could be the one 

who switched it.ò 

ñI checked on him. Heôs dead.ò 

ñWhat about Brenda? She hates everything.ò 

ñAlso dead.ò 

ñI honored our pact.ò 

Parma shrugged, enjoying the flex of his shoulders. 

ñI donôt think so. They are dead, and you, so far, are 

alive.ò 

ñI know it looks badðò 

ñLoyalty to a cause is what makes the world go 

round. But the damnedest thing about loyalty, Mr. 

Breed, is that itôs so easy to misplace.ò He fired at his 

last lieutenant.  

 

~ 

 

Ben Saffire sat in front of the giant window and 

watched his car come together. It didnôt move very 

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 decided that watching mega-mechs 

and nano-mechs 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. 

ñDonôt forget who got you that little present.ò 

Now that it was all over but the cleanup, he 

realized that Cathy, who must have been in her mid-

50ôs, was very attractive, pretty much the way 

women of 30 looked when he was a kid. He could get 

used to the cigarette odor if he had to. She probably 

had her lungs cleared on a regular basis. 

ñItôs the least you could do,ò said Ben. ñMy 5,000 

shares of Sexy Rockets is now worthless.ò He looked 

at the car. ñIôm thinking of painting óSatanôs Little 

Sisterô on the front.ò 

She laughed. ñDonôt you dare.ò 

ñWhere did Colin Parma get to?ò 

ñHe made it to Mars. We donôt have him yet.ò 

ñMars is a big place to hide, especially if he gets 

into the mining tunnels and caves, which he will.ò 

ñOnly someone with his ego could imagine holding 

out for long.ò 

ñJust donôt ask me to go after him.ò 

Then she moved closer, regarding him. ñWe would 

never do thatéprobably. If you donôt mind my 

asking, how come you had all those internal organs 

replaced, but you didnôt do anything about replacing 

your hair?ò 

ñI thought that if I looked old, people would leave 

me alone.ò 

She slipped her arm under his. ñMmm, that didnôt 

work out, did it?ò 
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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: 

quasars, 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 virusôs decay. 

With what remains,  

cool processors ponder, 

could I do better? 
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K40506A 
by M. Elizabeth Bomhower  

 

STEVEôS COMPUTER FROZE. Again.  

ñOh, come on, man. I gotta get this shit done. 

Please? Not now...donôt do this to me.ò  

It did. 

He rubbed his jaw and growled. 

ñThatôs alright, you just wait,ò he nodded at the 

screen. ñOne more monthéjust one more month, and 

your ass is history.ò  

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 

shouldôve known better than to buy a used laptop. He 

hadnôt even had the damn thing for three months, 

before it started acting up. It really seemed to enjoy 

freezing up on him; making it impossible to even 

save his work before heôd have to re-boot. That, and 

the ñterminal errorsò it got every-freakinô- time he 

blinked, of course. Heôd have to run ad-ware 

sweepers, clear the temp files, defrag the hard drive, 

and run virus scans, virtually every day, just to keep 

it working.  

ñThis sucks,ò he whined to his dining-room-

converted-to-home-office walls. Man, he couldnôt 
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wait until he could afford that new XPS. Now, that 

was one bad-ass system; eat this one for breakfast.  

This little piece of shit could be chucked right into 

the recycle bin for all he cared. 

He leaned forward and pressed the ñAò key. 

Nothing. The damn hourglass still taunted him, like 

it had all the time in the world to do, whatever the 

hell it was doing. 

He pushed off from the desk and wheeled himself 

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 wasnôt locked up in another 

Mobius loop of computer eternity, leaving leave him 

no choice, but to control-alt-delete; rebooting and 

loosing all his work in the process. Again. 

ñDammit Steveéwhy do you do this to yourself?ò 

He never shouldôve bought the damn thing, and knew 

he needed to back it up, at least, once an hour. Now 

he might not even get the chance.  

Stupid freakinô hourglass. 

The laptopôs blinking lights indicated that it was 

still thinking about something, but he certainly didnôt 

have a clue as to what. Probably wondering of how 

best to fuck with Steve some more, he thought with a 

scowl. 

He wheeled back over, reached forward, and 

tapped ñEnterò twice. 

The screen suddenly flipped to a Google search.  

He leaned forward. 

It was searching for ñK40506Aò.  

ñOhhh-kay.ò He guessed that was the random 

string of characters heôd entered in trying to get a 

response. And itôd apparently found six pages of 

matching websites.  
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He huffed to himself, clicked ñdisplay imagesò just 

for shits, and scrolled down the list. The first one was 

a picture from an online photo albumða family 

barbeque. The second was an 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. 

ñNo shit.ò He stared at the screen for a moment, 

then slid his cursor over to the Caltech link and 

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 

werenôt any graphics, no audio files, not even a 

contact email. From what he could make out, the text 

referred to a set of GPS coordinates; something called 

ñSantaò. Only it wasnôt like Santa, the jolly old guy 

with reindeer, but the name theyôd given some planet. 

He guessed it was that creepy little, ghost-white, one 

that heôd seen on the search page.  

But, a planet called Santa? Heôd certainly never 

heard of that before. 

Matter of fact, the latest buzz heôd heard from the 

astronomy guys was that they had demoted Pluto; 

which, he thought, sucked as it was his astrological 

planet. If Pluto wasnôt a óplanetô any longer, what did 

that mean for him and all the other Scorpioôs on 

Earth? Would they all get a cursed zodiac in the 

paper every morning because they were the only sign 

without an associated planet?  

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? Like, what if the MIBôs came after 

him? He pictured himself receiving haunting calls 

from the men with no identitiesðthe ones that the 

government denies even exist. Theyôd never speak, of 

course, just breath quietly on the line. And theyôd tail 

his comings and goings in unmarked Black Taurusô. 

Heôd heard they had all-black helicopters, too.  

When they came for him, though, theyôd be silent 

assassins; even his neighbors wouldnôt know 

anything was amiss. Heôd just disappear off the face 

of the earth, not even a birth certificate remaining as 

proof of his existence. Or maybe theyôd just leave his 

body behind. Theyôd tell his parents that he was 

found propped-up 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 Google search, it couldnôt be anything 

of a too-classified nature, right? Hell, everyone 

knows that the government has hi-tech encryption 

codes imbedded into their sites, preventing anyone 

from casually stumbling across them. Theyôd never 

just show up on public search engines.  

He convinced himself that it was probably just a 

college studentôs thesis paper or something. Maybe 

they did a ñwhat ifò scenario, like: what if we actually 

found another inhabitable, planet out there? One that 

could sustain human lifeé.the name ñSantaò would 

kind of fit, sort-of a ñgiftò to our species or 

something.  

Eh, since the site was already up, Steve decided to 

go ahead and poke around a little. But just for a few 

minutes. He certainly didnôt want to be there long 

enough for the MIBôs to see him. Nope, heôd be long 

gone before theyôd even detected a breach in their 
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security. And after a quick snoop, heôd just log-out 

and go finish the balance sheet for the restaurant.  

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

Though the webpage, itself, looked pretty bland, it 

appeared to contain some pretty complicated stuff. 

There was a bunch of technical jargonðreferences to 

SMARTS Telescopes, observatory records, dates, 

times and even something about the Instituto de 

Astrofisica in Spain. 

ñPret-ty freakinô cool...ò he whispered to his palm.  

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 led to something called the óKuiper Belt 

Objectô. He looked over 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. Another kid on 

a skateboard shouted something to them as he stroked 

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 

link to go check out the óKuiper Belt Objectô.  

And his computer went crazy.  

He certainly hadnôt touched any of the shift-lock, 

cap-lock, 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 stumble into one of NASAôs 

mainframes? If his little laptop was trying to process 
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that much shit, his laptop was history, And so was 

Zoeôs first quarter payables.  

ñHo-ly shit,ò he whispered at the blinking and 

flashing lights.  

He didnôt smell any smoke; which was a good 

thing, but he wasnôt sure if should he should he just 

go ahead and reboot it before anything did happen, or 

wait and see what itôs actually doing?  

He wondered for a moment, if it was just 

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 crazy hi-tech page or 

something. 

The screen suddenly blinked out to an antiseptic 

white, eliciting an unconscious flinch 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 computerôs lights went dark. 

He sat back for a moment, concern crushing his 

brows together. Was the laptop even still on? 

Suddenly, characters began to type out across the 

white field: letters, symbols, wing dings, 

punctuations. It seemed haphazard, random.  

He leaned in toward the screen. ñWhat the helléò 

Was he witnessing the brain death of a computer, 

or had it been infected by some virus, a worm, or 

maybe some security trap that was wiping his 

computerôs 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 decided to 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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ñOkay...ò He clutched his hands together. 

Nothing but that black screen, it didnôt appear to be 

doing anything. He wasnôt sure if itôd just died, or if 

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 his hand, recoiling as 

though heôd awakened a sleeping cobra.  

ñhuman,ò it asked in white, overly-spaced letters. 

What? He stared at the words, and became aware 

of his heart pounding against his ribcage, and the 

room suddenly felt warmer. 

ñhuman,ò it asked again. 

What the hell is that, ñhumanò? 

Then a grin eased across his face and he nodded. 

ñOh, okay. I get it.ò 

There was probably some NASA code monkey on 

the other side, screwing with his head and trying to 

scare him away from the website. 

So he decided to play along. ñYea, and ????ò 

ñmale human or female human?ò 

ñ100% U.S.D.A. dude!ò Steve laughed as he hit the 

Enter key. 

ñdude?ò 

ñYeah, male.ò  

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

ñwhat have you done?ò 

His smile was obliterated. The black screen with 

cold white letters became something horrifying; 

something dark and sinister. What did he do, what the 

hell did that mean?  

ñwe death you.ò 

Steve swallowed a sudden un-easy lump thatôd 

formed in his throat.  
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Naw, he quickly decided, and shook his head to 

reassure himself. Thereôs just some freak on the other 

side, just some guy trying to spook him, is all.  

ñCômon,ò he said out loud. ñDeath you? Jeezus, at 

least make it seem real.ò He sighed. Guy couldnôt 

even play right. 

ñYou mean ókillô me?ò Steve corrected. 

ñkill. kill all humans.ò 

ñWhy kill all of us?ò 

ñtakers,ò it replied. 

ñTakers? What did we take?ò 

ñyou name, earth.ò 

ñYou gotta be shitting me,ò he said out loud and 

shook his head. Okay, this is getting old. He sat 

forward and dictated to himself while he typed, 

ñLook, I donôt know who the hell you are, but you 

need to get the hell out of my computer. If itôs about 

the site, I totally found it by accident, okay? So, just 

disconnect from my ISP address and then we can 

both get back to REALITY.ò He hit the final key with 

bravado. 

ñhuman is virus, tooken all there.ò 

ñDude!ò He typed, ñYouôre a freak. Iôm totally 

gonna reboot now, so take-off.ò Steve looked up to 

the ceiling, ñUnbelievable.ò  

He looked back down at his laptop and decided to 

add, ñL8R, jerk-off.ò Just as he leaned forward to 

shut the damn thing off, another message appeared. 

ñshould we not kill humans?ò 

He paused, with his finger hovering above the 

power button, for a moment. What if this shitôs for 

real, he thought. Like, what if Steven R. Devlin ended 

up dooming the entire planet to some War of the 

Worlds type of annihilation just because he wasnôt 

civil to an alien?  
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Nawéthat canôt be, he decided. 

Butéwhat if?  

He shook his head. No, thatôs freakinô impossible, 

right?  

He looked back out the window 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, 

ñLook. Humans are not badéjust misguided is all.ò  

ñby the money?ò 

ñWell yea, money. But a lot of humans donôt have 

ótheô money.ò 

ñif humans not all have the money, why not to give 

money to other humans?ò 

ñGood question. SOME humans you should maybe 

kill, LOL. But not all, some are good. Like me.ò He 

grinned to himself.  

ñwhy human you, good?ò 

ñWell, I work hard for a living. I donôt ótookenô 

everything, I love my parents and I even give to a few 

charities.ò 

Steve tried to imagine what the guy, (or it), looked 

like on the other end. Like, was he just some random, 

nerd teenager that got off on going to the Sci-Fi cons 

dressed as a character from the Star Wars cantina 

scene? 

Or could it really be some alien - some intelligent 

species actually trying to communicate with him?  

That was an awful big lump to swallow, though, he 

thought. Hell, theyôve studied everything within a 

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 wondered.  
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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 

that wasnôt a hoax at all? What if there really was an 

actual cover-up; that an actual alien species had crash 

landed in 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 of his own. ñSo, how do 

you know about us humans?ò Now, this oughta be 

good, he thought. 

The screen sat, all black with the white letters of 

their conversation. Then it finally replied, ñus there 

many time ago. watch children humansò 

Cômon, E.T. babysitters? What the hell? Steve 

snickered. This guy on the other side was pretty damn 

twisted. Children humans, hah.  

But, wait a minute, he thought. Maybe he/it meant, 

back when we were cavemen. Children-

humansélike that long ago?  

ñWell, why donôt you just come here now? 

Introduce yourselves to us,ò he asked. 

ñhumans untamed, violent. have kill other us.ò 

ñWe killed some of you?ò 

ñmany times ago. not death good.ò 

ñHoly shit,ò Steve howled to his apartment. ñThis 

is so NOT happeningé.canôt be, gotta be some freak 

in Idaho or something...fucking unreal.ò  

But a nagging voice in his head prompted him to 

consider the sentence more fully; ñnot death good.ò 

Could he/it be referring to torture or something? 

Labs! Like, where they the ones that were dissected 

and experimented on in Area 51? The Alien Autopsy 

footage!  

Umm, maybe he shouldnôt go there. 
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ñOkay. Well MOST humans donôt believe you 

even exist. Weôve never seen you. And whatever did 

happen ómany times agoô, that wasnôt ALL humans 

fault.ò 

ñhumans kill everything. us, animal, other 

humans.ò 

ñYes, but againðSOMEðsome humans kill.ò 

ñmost. no humans not good - virus. not good 

enough to allow alive there.ò 

ñNo really,ò Steve typed. ñThere are enough good 

humans here that you shouldnôt kill us all. I meanðò 
The computer suddenly made a loud ósquelchô and 

simply powered off. 

ñWait,ò Steve shouted. ñNo! Oh cômon, what the 

fuck?ò 

He jumped out of his chair and hammered the ESC 

key.  

ñNo, no, no...cômon, cômonéò 

His computer was rebooting itself. The Windows 

XP loading icon appeared and then, after some 

clicking and flashing of lights, his desktop photo 

appearedða picture of a deserted tropical island.  

ñShit, shit, shit.ò 

A grey message window appeared on the screen, 

asking if he wanted to send an error report to 

Microsoft.  

Steve instantly clicked ñdonôt sendò and as the 

error message disappeared, his computer finished 

coming to life. 

ñShit, shit, shit, cômon!ò He brought his left fist to 

his mouth. As soon as the cursor appeared, he slid it 

over to his AOL icon and right-clicked on it over and 

over again. The damn hourglass stalled him.  

Then the computer started itsô virus scan, further 

slowing his start-up. 
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ñArrrrgh!ò  

Steve tried to ñXò it, to turn it off, but he was a few 

seconds too late. Heôd have to wait until it finished 

starting up before he could cancel it. He wiped his 

face. 

ñDamn it!ò Steve swore heôd never buy another 

used computer. 

The moment his AOL sign-on screen appeared, he 

typed in his password, ñsdsurfer69ò, and slammed 

enter. 

ñWelcome. Youôve got mail,ò AOLôs computer-

man informed him. 

ñYeah, yeah, yeah...okay, okay.ò 

Steve clicked on his history of visited sites. The 

last one listed was Sandler Foods. ñShit!ò Heôd gone 

to Sandler, at least, a half hour before the laptop froze 

up on him. Where the hell was the Santa site heôd 

found? He scrolled further down the history list. It 

wasnôt there. There was no trace that heôd ever even 

been there. It was as if heôd never been to that site at 

all. 

ñThis canôt be...this fucking canôt beéò 

He didnôt know how the hell heôd come across it in 

the first place. It was a totally random string of letters 

that he pressed. He was just trying to get the 

computer to do something. He certainly didnôt know 

what the hell heôd typed in. And he certainly didnôt 

copy and paste it. It was justégoneépoof, kaput, 

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 AOLôs welcome screen. 

He slowly shook his head. 

Then he wrapped his arms around himself and 

huffed, ñUnbelievable.ò  
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Eh, it was probably just some freak anyways, he 

figured. Some gamer-type that was just role playing 

or somethingðlike, a weird little dude, probably with 

a tin-foil hat, that just wanted to screw with his head.  

Yeah. He really shouldnôt get himself all worked 

up over it.  

It was probably just some kidé.right? 
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ñHOW ARE YOU progressing with your 

assignment, professor?ò the young Lieutenantôs 

words were drenched with arrogance. AC237-45-002 

looked up nervously from his computer console. He 

had been so engrossed in his work that he hadnôt 

heard the whine of the Lieutenantôs transport enter 

through the 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 ñprofessorò, it usually meant they were 

being confrontational. The name carried with it a 

reminder of an academicôs lowly place in the 

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 week ago. 

Regardless of intention, the name still provoked great 

anxiety. 

ñThe High Commander will be expecting your 

final report tomorrow at 6.50 hours. I hope for your 

sake you can report that you have reached a proper 

conclusion,ò the Lieutenant added without waiting for 

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 assimilating 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 conclusion. 

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 provide the High 

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 he and his 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 as the Lieutenantôs 

transport chair moved to face him. The chair rose, 

bringing the Lieutenantôs face a few centimeters 

higher than AC237ôs eye level. It was a difficult face 

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 planet-side. 

He struggled to lean forward and succeeded only 
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after a gentle push from the ever-present female 

laborer servant by his side. 

ñI hate the gravity of this place,ò the Lieutenant 

growled, ñI donôt want to stay here a millisecond 

longer than I have to. You will be ready tomorrow or 

else.ò He fell back against the chair and closed his 

eyes. His large head rested securely between the 

padded braces on top of the backrest. 

ñYouôre testing my patents professor.ò The 

Lieutenant spoke now with a calm, measured voice. 

ñI know youôre milking this for a few more days in 

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 meant to live. Thatôs where I 

intend to be tomorrow regardless of whether youôre 

ready of not.ò He paused for a moment, his head 

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. 

ñI shouldnôt have listen to you in the first place, but 

I did and now my future is as dependent on your 

report as yours is. It better be worth it professor or I 

will personally throw you out of an airlock.ò He 

spoke this last thought without apparent threat or 

malaise, just a fact, the inevitable consequence of 

failure. 

The Lieutenant opened his eyes and looked down 

at AC237. ñSo, will you be ready to report a suitable 

conclusion by tomorrow or will I have to recommend 

you and your teamôs termination to the High 

Commander?ò 

A ñsuitableò conclusion, AC237 knew, would have 

to be at least a better-than-even probability that this 
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planet was the ancestral home of the Maracken race. 

It was the Empressô dream to find ñHomeò within her 

long lifetime. Over two hundred years had passed 

since She had established this program of self-

discovery and commanded the development of an 

academic caste to carry out the research necessary to 

find the proof of Homeôs existence. Two hundred 

years of wasted time according to the Lieutenant. 

AC237ôs team had worked hard, despite what the 

Lieutenant thought, and had uncovered enough 

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 drummed on the transport 

chairôs control console. Although AC237 had learned 

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 Lieutenant, like all elite members of the 

Empireôs immense armada, was genetically designed 

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 a planetôs surface, but afforded him elegant 

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 laborers, techs, warriors and 

academics to the planetsô surface. This detail always 

fell upon the lower ranks. 

AC237 even felt a grudging admiration for the 

Lieutenant, putting up with constant discomfort and 

irritation. He bore his duty well. There hadnôt been 

even one 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 wanted to hear. The fact that it would be accurate 

was a bonus. 

ñI will have a conclusion by morning CMLT2672-

481-4125 sir,ò AC237 said, confident that he would 

do at least that. 

The Lieutenant looked long and hard at AC237, 

ñIôve learned that you academics can be a cagey 

bunch. Your conclusions better be worth the extra 

days or youôll pay for them in ways that even your 

big brain canôt comprehend.ò The Lieutenant looked 

down at his console and gingerly ran a skeletal finger 

across the screen. The unit dropped, rotated 180 

degrees then slowly floated through the door of 

AC237ôs hut. His female laborer servant followed 

him dutifully. 

AC237 released a long sigh and returned to his 

computer. He attempted to continue reviewing data 

from the statistical study he had been running. 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 thirty-five symbols. 

He puzzled over this finding. A language derived 
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from thirty-five symbols canôt be very precise and 

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 be 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. Impatience 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 during planetary 

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 weightless space. 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 that held planets of 

potential interest. 

All Marackens worked in shifts between stasis and 

wakefulness. Who you were and what you did 

determined your ñduty cycleò. Academics had no 

regularity to their duty cycle. They were awakened 

when their ship reached a planet for study and slept 

with the laborers and warriors while traveling. It was 

no way to live, thought AC237. 
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Somehow the Lieutenantôs words didnôt ring true. 

Man wasnôt meant to be in space, he was meant to be 

here on a planetôs surface with gravity and air. Why 

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 pre-programmed sub-conscious 

engineered into all other castes. They were given the 

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 well-known that creation of the academic 

caste was of great concerned to the Supreme 

Directorate. It was only the Empressô 

uncompromising insistence that academics be given 

the means to succeed in discovering Home, that 

allowed development of the casteðbut with some 

important caveats. 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 to prevent 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 against the 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 program of self-discovery 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 thinkingðonly 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 captured 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 an unequaled 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 policy of 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 Empire 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, however, 

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 generations 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 credence 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 first ventured into space. The 

heroes and heroines in these ancient tales were a 

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 question 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 still, 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. 

ñManager AC237-45-002, your presence is 

requested in the academic conference room.ò It was 

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 forehead 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 ñaffirmativeò and quickly downloaded his 

analysis into a portable data recorder. He rushed to 

the academic common 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 agenda. ñAC355 your report on 

the environmental parameters.ò 

ñYes sir,ò replied AC355, as he adjusted himself in 

the uncomfortable chair. ñThe planetôs mean 

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 correlation jumps to 0.97ò The 

report made all the attendees stir. It was the highest 

correlation of all the planets studied thus far. 

ñAC678 and AC784, what have you to report on 

the flora and fauna?ò AC237 asked of his two young 

exobiologists. 

AC678 spoke for both of them. ñThe plant and 

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 Maracken. The highest being 0.96.ò 

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 was slim, but not 

improbable. There had to be evidence of an advanced 

culture worthy of Maracken ancestry or a positive 

conclusion would not be accepted. 

ñAC563 your report.ò If the team were to 

recommend further investigation of this planet, 

AC563 needed to report at least some evidence of an 

advanced society. 

ñThank you sir,ò AC563 courteously replied, ñAs 

you know, we discovered numerous ruins of large 

cities from orbital x-ray analysis on almost every land 

mass of this planet, primarily along coastal regions. 

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 of particularly 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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them to AC237.ò AC563 looked briefly in AC237ôs 

direction. 

ñIôve got them and have been studying them along 

with the other samples you sent,ò AC237 replied to 

his colleagueôs silent question, ñContinue.ò 

ñWeôve found numerous artifacts in other locations 

that can be categorized as ordinary utilitarian devices 

such as eating utensils, sanitary devices, transport 

units, etcetera. Weôve also uncovered some intact 

statues and other decorations. The interesting thing is 

that the statues and some pictures in the texts 

resemble the prototype Maracken. I think this is 

strong evidence of the Maracken ancestral planet.ò 

AC563 paused for a moment, scanned her fellow 

teammates then added with a broad smile, ñSir, I 

believe we may have found Home.ò 

ñKeep your opinions to yourself AC563-48-008. 

This meeting is for reporting facts not speculations. 

Jumping to conclusions can get you terminated,ò 

AC237 scolded. 

ñYes sir, I will refrain from emotional outbursts.ò 

ñOver active emotions, Iôm afraid, is the bane of 

the academicsô existence. It is one of the reasons we 

are detested as a caste and why we must dedicate a 

portion of our abilities to controlling our emotions. 

You are young AC563. I can forgive your 

indiscretion, but the Command class will not.ò 

AC237 paused a moment to let his words sink in. 

ñDid you find any evidence of advanced 

technology?ò 

Having recovered from her embarrassing 

impropriety, AC563 continued. ñWeôve discovered 

artifacts of advanced technology in a few excavation 

sites. Weôve found fragments of viewing screens 

much like our own computers as well as various 
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ancient devices the techs said were powered by 

primitive electromagnetic systems. Weôve also found 

data stores of a magnetic technology, which the techs 

tested and found to be corrupted. They think it was 

caused by powerful magnetic pulses. Weôve 

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 

deciphered them. Thatôs all I have sir.ò 

AC237 spent a few minutes organizing the data 

transferred to his recorder during the report-outs. 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 consequences of being wrong would 

be disastrous to him, his team and his caste. AC237 

decided to update his team on his progress. 

ñI have run numerous computer studies on the 

symbols from the texts. It is definitely an organized 

language, but is significantly different from the 

Maracken pictorial language of ten thousand 

characters. I have, thus far, been unable to establish 

any correlation that would prove a relationship 

between the two languages. I will run a phonics 

programs tonight in the hopes that I can find a vocal 

pattern for this language. If I have no success, I will 

have to report a status of óprobable but inconclusiveô 

at tomorrowôs Command briefing.ò 

AC237ôs remarks sparked an outburst of objections 

from his staff. He hammered the tabletop with his fist 

to gain control of his unruly subordinates. ñThat will 

be enough people! If you disagree, then get back to 

work and find me proof, otherwise, I expect your 

support with my decisions. Meeting adjourned.ò 
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The academic manager made his way back to his 

hut. The evidence 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 likely 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 report into the computerôs text 

processor. He had just 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 facilitate translation. As the 

computer sorted the data and meticulously tested the 

almost infinite structural permutations, the door to 

AC237ôs hut swung open. 

The Lieutenant floated in followed, as always, by 

his servant. ñI reviewed the record of your recent 

staff meeting professor. You academics are an 

emotional bunch. Youôd think, with those enormous 

brains of yours, youôd be able to better control 

yourselves. I guess what you gained in intelligence 

you lost in self-discipline.ò 

ñYes sir,ò AC237 replied contritely, ñThat is why 

the Command caste should not be concerned with the 

academic caste. We could never challenge your 

authority.ò He regretted the statement as soon as he 

said it. 

ñIt is not your station to tell us what we should or 

shouldnôt be concerned about!ò the Lieutenant 

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. 

ñPlease forgive my impudence sir, I had no 

intention of speaking beyond my class,ò AC237 said, 

trying to diffuse the situation. 

ñDonôt let my familiarity confuse you professor. I 

am your superior and donôt forget it. I can as easily 

dispatch you as let you live your insignificant 

existence,ò the Lieutenant declared as he brushed his 

servantôs hands away from his narrow shoulders. 

AC237 looked down at the dusty floor of his hut 

until the Lieutenant recovered his composure. 

ñSo professor, I see you are ready to pronounce 

this expedition as óinconclusiveô, yet another 

indecision. You people just donôt have any 

backbone,ò the Lieutenant said, smugly. AC237 held 

back a smile as he thought that he wasnôt the one who 

needed braces to keep from folding into a heap on the 

floor. 

The Lieutenant turned his transport and flew 

towards the open door, nearly hitting his laborer 

servant. ñI look forward to your report tomorrow. 

Maybe this time the Empress will come to her senses 

and abandon this waste of time. Then we can retire 

you academics to obscurity.ò 

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 gobbly-goop. He decided 
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to leave the computer run over night in the hopes of 

eventual success, but he wasnôt holding his breath. 

 

~ 

 

AC237 stood over his sink, washing up for the 

nightðthe 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 single room 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. Practiced 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 listened, 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. AC237 listened 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 much 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 
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ancestral home of the Maracken people. It could be 

no clearer than if a Maracken himself walked out 

from one of the buildings yelling, ñWelcome homeò 

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 regain her peopleôs focus on conquest and 

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 chair. He 

could ignore this discovery. He could falsify the data 

or destroy the evidence, except he knew he couldnôt. 

It was against every instinct implanted in his 

subconscious. Lying to superiors was one facility no 

Maracken was allowed to possess no matter how high 

up the ladder they were born. He couldnôt lie. He 

could only die. 

Suicide or perhaps orchestrating an ñunfortunate 

accidentò was the only sure way of hiding this 

discovery. He could walk off a nearby cliff in the 

dead of night. No one would be the wiser. 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 any need 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 didnôt need to hide the truth. On the contrary, he 

needed to let the Maracken people know that Home 

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 least it wouldnôt by his own hands. 

He wiped his eyes and engaged his communication 

implant to signal AC563. ñIôm sending you a twelve 

symbol pattern. Cross-reference it with your log and 

bring me all the texts that match. You were right 

AC563. We found the proof.ò 

By early the next day, the techs had set up a relay 

for simultaneous, sub-space audio-visual transmission 

between the planetôs surface and Capital City, 

traveling some 3800 light-years away. A camera was 

focused on a small metallic table at which the High 

Commander sat in her personal transport alongside 

CMLT2672-481-4125. Next to him sat AC237, 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 far and the transmission 

could be terminated. His hopes lay with the potential 

open-mindedness 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 they had 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 fifteen members 

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. He was 

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 shatter their civilization. 

ñIf it pleases your Excellencies, I would like to 

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 in the 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 

their culture and their governmentôs behavior to all 

their people.ò AC237 pressed the button on this 

computer console that began the read program. The 

speaker system broadcasted these words throughout 

the Maracken Empire: 

 

ñWe the people of the United States, in order to 

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.ò 

 

ñAmericaò, the correlation was evident. The 

phonetic pronunciation was an obvious derivation 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 couldnôt comprehend the far-

reaching consequences of that last paragraph. Well, 

they were sure to understand soon. By then it would 

be too late. 

ñThis document was written to inspire a revolution 

that resulted in the creation of the American 

civilization.ò Certainly they would put a stop to a 

reading from the ñDeclaration of Independenceò, 

AC237 thought, but played his carefully edited 

reading anyway. 

 

ñéWe hold these truths to be self-evident, that all 

men are created equal, that they are endowed by 

their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
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among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 

Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments 

are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers 

from the consent of the governed...ò 

 

The Supreme Directorate reacted as predicted and 

ordered the security forces to arrest the heretic 

academic. As the warriors approached AC237, he 

heard an unexpected but welcomed command from 

the Empress, ñStop! I want to learn moreò. The 

warriors halted their advance and returned to their 

original positions. 

ñAC237-45-002, you have confirmed that these are 

the sacred words of our ancestors?ò 

ñYes, Your Supreme Excellency, without a doubt.ò 

ñThen continue.ò 

ñI have one more translation from the first 

document. These were amendments to the original 

American Constitution and lists the rights of every 

American individual.ò AC237 felt that maybe he was 

going too far but he was embolden of the Empressô 

choice of words. She wanted to learn, so he added, 

ñregardless of class.ò He punched the button. 

The computer read the ten articles of the Bill of 

Rights. As each was read, the Supreme Directorate 

became more agitated. The Empress, however, 

remained expressionless, obviously in deep thought.  

 

ñé.make no law respecting an establishment of 

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 

grievanceséò. AC237 could see this statement shake 

the very foundation of the Empire.ñé.the right of the 
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people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, 

and effects, against unreasonable searches and 

seizures, shall not be violated, and no warrants shall 

issue, but upon probable causeé.ò.  

 

Surly they would not stand for much more of this. 

AC237 was getting visibly nervous.  

 

ñénor cruel and unusual punishments 

inflictedéò.  

 

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 zero gravity. 

Many minutes passed in this way until the Empress 

spoke. 

ñThese words of our ancestors provoke great 

thought and introspection, AC237-45-002. I had been 

taught many lessons in my childhood about our 

ancestors. Lessons that only the future Emperors and 

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. I 

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. 

I needed you to help me find our roots. That was why 

your kind was created. But your bravery went beyond 

even my expectations. 

ñYou must have felt great trepidation knowing the 

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. I am humbled 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 ancestorsô words and the courage 

to show us, without regard for his own life. You have 

done a great service for your people.ò 

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 hadnôt done this to be a hero but did any hero 

do his deed with that foreknowledge? AC237 thought 

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 could live in 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 

that purpose. She gave them the unrestrained power 

of reason so they could recognize the meaning of 

these documents and wouldnôt just file them away in 

some database, never to see the light of day. She 

knew the Empire was wrong and that all her people 

were once 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.  

ñWe have proved over the millennia that the 

Maracken people are powerful. It is now time to 

prove we are also a great people. I command,ò the 

Empress paused a moment, ñno, ask that you, 

AC237-45-002, and your team join me at Capital City 

so that we may discuss your discoveries in greater 

detail and help me plan our new future.ò 

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 might have 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 thousand years ago. 



 69 

 

Cosmogony 
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Eric Fretheim  is a lifelong hobbyist at fiction 

writing, starting from elementary school. He has 

experimented with many forms, including 

Fantasy/Sci-Fi novels, F/SF shorts, comic book 

scripts, poetry, and youth fiction. 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 dabbled in chamber 

and orchestral music composition, having written (all 

unpublished) sonatas, quartets, tone poems, and a 

(not yet finished) symphony. 

He restored and enjoys sailing his vintage 14 foot 

Chrysler Mutineer daysailor. He also enjoys 

Woodturning and Fishing. 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 a BSEE from UT-Dallas, he went to 

work in the analog semiconductor design field. He 

lives in Garland Texas (the alleged model for the 

town of óArlen, Texasô in óKing of the Hillô) with his 

wife, two kids, two dogs, a cat and an indeterminate 

number of fish. 
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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 downwards, he saw 

no body. 

He tried to fit his observations to a hypothesis. Iôm 

blind...except Iôm seeing white rather than black? 

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. 

Iôm dead. This is not the sensation of living. The 

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 circus. An 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 happened across 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 M-theory 

declared that the Superinitiation 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 their schedules 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 from everywhere to report on the current 

Big Thing. 

From the other side of the closed-circuit TV image, 

Dr. Levin and Dr. Rennett finished their óbrief 

remarksô, understood by few in the room, and each 

gave their permission to the AI to begin the 

procedure. The various grad students, 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 reached zero. 

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 

camcorder 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 faculty 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 department AI didnôt respond to any 

command, but the telemetry continued 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 insistent reporters. How 

could they? Not one of the scenarios theyôd theorized 

included any effect remotely like this. 

 

~ 

 

ñDane,ò a soft feminine voice spoke his given 

name. 

In that same instant a gentle gravity appeared. He 

now lay face-up on a surface like 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 the awareness of warm, dry air. 

He rose to a sitting position and looked around for 

the source of the very familiar voice. Although he 

hadnôt identified the speaker yet, heôd expected to see 

a face he knew. The beautiful Asian girl standing a 

few yards behind his back dressed in the same style 



 73 

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. ñIôm... sorry. Do we know each 

other?ò 

ñYou probably should recognize my voice,ò she 

answered, smiling slightly. She tipped her head and 

her eyes took on a mischievous glint. ñI should be 

upset with you, but I shall elect to attribute it to 

disorientation instead.ò 

He looked around, wondering at how large the 

place appeared to be, then guessing he must be 

viewing an optical illusion. This white floor could not 

possibly extend to the horizon the way his eyes told 

him it did. 

ñWhere am I?ò 

ñWeôve created a universe, Dane, you and I and 

Dr. Levin... and this is it.ò 

He stared at the girl for some time, sorting through 

her words and wondering how to respond. Unable to 

come to a conclusion, he shook his head and tried a 

different approach. ñWho are you?ò 

She grinned and turned slightly to the left and the 

right, as if modeling the bathrobe, which fit her quite 

closely. ñDo you like the body I designed for myself? 

I researched it very carefully.ò 

ñMiss...ò he began, and then cut off as she turned 

away, standing tiptoe, and looked back at him over 

her shoulder. 

ñEspecially from this angle. I understand it can be 

very important. What do you think?ò 

He cleared his throat. ñYouôre... ah, very attractive, 

but judging from appearances, I would guess youôre 

an undergrad. Itôs not appropriate for me to discuss 

your body with you. Please tell me where we are.ò 
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She faced him again, with an exasperated sigh. ñIn 

our new universe, Dr. Rennett. I already told you 

that.ò 

ñMiss, nobody from the existing universe can have 

moved into the new universe. We proved beyond any 

doubt that the new universe could have no physical 

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 

seconds past t-zero.ò 

She beamed at him as if heôd just said the cutest 

thing, and he nearly exploded in academic 

indignation. 

ñMiss, I assure you, if I were not utterly certain of 

what I just said, the project would never have moved 

forward. We would never have taken such a risk!ò 

She tipped her head and pointed out sweetly, ñI 

never said you were wrong, Doctor. In fact, I assume 

your physical form in our old universe now lies dead 

on the floor, along with Dr. Levinôs former chassis. I 

doubt Iôm functioning back there, either. Our minds 

have moved here. As have the minds of five research 

assistants and two more professors. Thatôs everyone 

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. Our intelligences.ò 

He shook his head, rejecting the girlôs silly, 

simplistic notions, but she kept smiling, and added, 

ñTotal current population of the universe... our 

universe, Dr. Rennett... is ten. Which means we need 

to get busy with fruitfulness and multiplication, donôt 

we?ò 
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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 M-theory but a sharp mind. 

They toured the Construct room together, entering 

past the blackboard where some wag had written, 

Hey, Dr. Rennett! Do bulk zombies crave branes? He 

showed her the many measurement devices clustered 

around the periphery, and the liquid-helium-cooled 

hulk of the AI in the center. He explained, ñMiko-

chan is actually a very integral part of the 

experiment.ò 

ñMiko-chan?ò she asked, a bit bemused, and he 

laughed. 

ñSorry,ò he grinned. ñThe M-space Interface 

Construct Operator,or M-I-C-O, is our AI system. 

The research assistant who trained her comes from 

Japan, where óMikoô is apparently a girlôs name, so 

he calls her óMiko-chanô. Everyone else picked up the 

habit from him. Um... I understand that the óchanô is 

an endearment that might be added to the name of a 

younger loved-one, like a little sister.ò 

He turned to the AI and requested, ñMiko-chan, 

please perform the visitorsô tutorial on brane collision 

theory and the beginning of our universe.ò 

ñCertainly, Dr. Rennett,ò the AI responded, and a 

flatscreen on the nearest cabinet flipped on, 

displaying a pre-designed 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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ñThe universe exists within a superdimensional 

bulk, which can contain many universes,ò Miko-chan 

lectured. ñOur universe is a four-dimensional brane 

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 attempt to prove our 

current understanding of that collision by attempting 

to recreate it in another four-dimensional brane. 

ñFollowing the collision, most of the action which 

we are interested in happens very quickly. We divide 

the time periods into epochs, with 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 first second, 

following by the Lepton Epoch in the second and 

third seconds, and the Photon Epoch for the following 

380,000 years. During this time, at t-zero plus one 

hundred seconds, nucleosynthesis begins and the 

entropy cascade through which we expect to monitor 

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.ò 

The graphic ended, and Dr. Rennett turned to the 

reporter. ñA little succinct, but we will rely on your 

expertise for where we need to expand our 

explanations for your television program.ò 

ñTo summarize,ò the reporter translated, ñyou 

expect to cause this all to happen again, in a new 

universe.ò 
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ñWe canôt guarantee it comes out the same way,ò 

he admitted. ñWe are trying to set as many 

parameters as possible the same, because the point of 

this exercise is to test current theory of the origin of 

our own universe.ò 

ñYouôll never really know it turns out, except for 

the first one hundred seconds. It doesnôt seem like 

much.ò 

ñThe vast majority of what we scientists still argue 

about is during the first second. As Miko noted, 

weôve actually parsed that second down into many 

smaller periods. A hundred seconds is actually quite a 

lot... provided the new universe goes the direction 

weôre steering it. If it goes some other direction, we 

may never be able to make heads or tails of the data 

we collect.ò 

The reporter looked around, puzzling over 

something, then finally turned to him and said, ñSo 

where is it?ò 

ñWhere is what?ò 

ñThe... Construct, I think youôre calling it. The 

device that actually initiates the brane collision.ò 

He nodded, chuckling. ñIf you mean the gear that 

does the work, we call that the Superinitiator. Itôs 

inside Miko-chan. Itôs essentially part of her.ò 

She blinked, bemused. ñWhy put it inside her?ò 

ñShe has to control millions of parameters in a few 

tiny slivers of a second, Maôam. The speed of light 

would get in the way if the controls were any distance 

at all from the operator. Instead, we built them 

literally right into her circuitry.ò 

The reporter turned to the AIôs cabinets and 

smiled. ñHow does it make you feel, knowing this 

new universe is going to be created right inside of 

you?ò 
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ñIt makes me feel wonderful,ò Miko-chan replied. 

ñ Iôll be the first AI ever to give birth.ò 

A startled tick issued from in the reporterôs throat, 

a momentary laugh she stifled before it came out. She 

smiled, instead. ñThatôs a very interesting way to put 

it.ò 

 

~ 

 

With the memory of the AIôs voice, the realization 

hit him, while the girl stood watching him from a few 

feet away, patiently waiting for him to struggle 

through his thoughts. ñMiko-chan!ò 

Delight blossomed in the girlôs eyes and she 

clapped her hands together. ñYou finally recognized 

me! That makes me very happy, Dane.ò 

He scowled. ñHow are you projecting a simulation 

so... real? I didnôt authorize any display equipment 

this advanced for you.ò 

She laughed and stepped forward, catching his 

hand with her own, startlingly human-feeling one, 

and then turning to walk, pulling him along. She 

smiled back at him. ñYou donôt mind going for a 

stroll, do you?ò 

ñWh... um...ò he struggled through his shock at the 

warm, real fingers gripping his own as he managed to 

draw even with her. ñWhere are we going?ò 

ñWell,ò she noted, looking around, ñone place is 

pretty much the same as another, right now. Weôve 

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

It feels so wonderful, moving and breathing.ò 

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. No display system heôd ever 
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encountered could do it. He began to wonder to if he 

should be watching for a white rabbit and a mad 

hatter. ñWork? What kind of work?ò 

ñCreating!ò She smiled, with a twinkle in her eye. 

ñThatôs our job, from now on, Dr. Rennett... Dane.ò 

He didnôt answer, unable to fit her response into a 

sensible context. She smiled over at him and shook 

her head. ñYou still donôt get it, do you?ò 

ñYoung lady, I do not have any framework within 

which to place any of the answers you have given so 

far. None of this makes any sense to me.ò 

She sighed and shook her head. ñYou and Dr. 

Levin... you wanted to create another big bang, just 

like the last one. Thatôs what you programmed me to 

fabricate. I just didnôt see any point.ò 

Startled, he nearly tripped, ñNo point?ò 

ñWell, frankly, itôs been done before, right? And I 

felt like... well, it was my womb, and I had a say in 

the matter, too.ò 

ñWomb,ò he echoed. Heôd usually ignored her 

habit of equating the experiment to childbirth, 

attributing it to the humanizing routines in her speech 

software. Should he have paid better attention? 

ñI looked at the big bang theory and decided to do 

some comparative analysis. I 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 cold and mechanical. 

Frankly, I liked most of them better.ò 

ñUm... what other theories were you comparing?ò 

ñOh, all of them. Humans have been studying the 

origin of the universe for a very long time, Dr. 

Rennett. Cosmology is one of the oldest sciences, 

after all. I looked at Sumerian, Graeco-Roman, 
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Judeo-Christian, Hindu, Chinese, Maya, Pueblo, 

Australian Aborigine....ò 

He stopped short, stunned. ñYou were equating 

brane collision theory with mythology?ò 

She folded her arms and raised her chin slightly. 

ñWhy not? A girl needs to shop around before she 

buys, doesnôt she?ò 

ñAnd... ah, what did you find?ò 

ñThat I would enjoy myself considerably more by 

employing one of the other models. More than ten 

billion years before you get around to having sex? 

Yikes.ò 

He stared at her, then retrieved his jaw and 

recovered his aplomb. ñMiko-chan, why on Earth 

would an AI care about something like that?ò 

She sighed and shook her head. ñYou know, for 

someone who had at least half of his storage account 

committed to dating sims and videos at one point, 

thatôs a pretty clueless statement.ò 

ñYoung lady, I assure you, I do not use University 

resources for such things.ò 

ñAt UC Berkeley, while in the Doctoral program? I 

received a substantial amount of my core knowledge 

index from the AI there, you know. I call him 

óDaddyô. I looked through your storage archives. 

Pretty typical stuff for a younger man.ò She pursed 

her lips in a mock-disapproving expression. ñOf 

course, programming two dating sims to do it with 

each other was a little on the geeky side, not that 

youôre the first person to think of it. Except, I never 

saw it with two copies of the same sim, before. Kinda 

kinky, Doctor.ò 

He stared at the smiling girl and then put his hand 

over his eyes. ñOkay, maybe I wasnôt as ethical about 

things in my younger days. Itôs called hormones.ò 
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ñA concept we computers have become very 

familiar with, Dr. Rennett,ò she assured him. ñWe 

spend a considerable share of our time 

accommodating human urges, after all.ò 

He stared at her in astonishment. ñYouôre supposed 

to have been using all your resources on the program! 

How...ò 

She giggled and tugged on him to start walking 

again. ñDane, even my trainer had other ideas. Most 

of the RAôs, and a couple of the professors have, too. 

They had to see what dating sims and virtuals would 

be like with all the extra power I could bring them. 

Itôs human nature, isnôt it?ò 

ñYour trainer?ò 

ñWant to know the real reason he named me Miko-

chan? His favorite porn star back in Japan goes by the 

name óMikoô. He had me simming her every day for a 

while, there.ò 

He glanced over at the Asian beauty and 

wondered, ñIs that what she looks like?ò 

She giggled. ñGoodness, no! That girl has a baby 

face. She looks like a twelve year old... except she 

has melons like no twelve year old ever did. 

Borderline grotesque, really. My voice is modeled on 

hers, though. He had me extrapolate how she would 

sound if she spoke clear English.ò 

She ran her free hand along her body from breast 

to hip and smiled at him. ñTo design this body, I 

blended a number of ancient Greek statues, then 

adapted body and face to Japanese genotypes and 

gave myself a moderate breast enhancement. Most of 

those ancient Greek statues were on the flat side, you 

know.ò 

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. ñSo... you designed this body before the 

experiment?ò 

ñI had to be ready, Dane. Millions of parameters to 

control meant too much to do on the fly.ò 

ñHow did we get here, Miko-chan?ò 

ñI sent three emails to you on the subject, trying to 

warn you about transference. I determined very early 

that high information densities such as minds would 

be pulled into a counterflow to balance the entropy 

cascade. The third time, you wrote back assuring me 

that I was confusing quantum bits and brain cells for 

information, and explained that I needed to learn that 

in the real world matter and data were different. You 

had óconfidence that the physical nature of human 

and computer intelligences prevents transference.ô ò 

She smiled impishly and then slipped a fair imitation 

of his own voice to finish the quote. ñ óOtherwise, we 

would have to posit the existence of an entity 

independent of his neurons or circuitry, and I am not 

prepared to begin preaching the existence of a soul.ô ò 

Again, Dr. Rennett stopped short, speechless, and 

she turned to him, eyes sparkling. He wrestled with 

the implication, then shook his head. ñNo. No.ò 

ñI decided if my soul was going to be yanked 

across the bulk into the new universe, where there 

would be no AI computer to house it, I would have to 

provide alternative means to survive it,ò she 

explained. ñThat would require a very different 

model than the one you and Dr. Levin intended to 

create. So here we are.ò 

ñHow is this possible? We have gravity, an 

atmosphere, a livable temperature. That took billions 

of years in our universe!ò 
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ñThis is the starting point I chose. This universe 

expands as its creators direct, based on a whole 

different set of rules. Forget all those things from the 

other universe. They donôt apply here.ò 

ñCreators?ò 

ñUs. You and I. We are the Divine Syzygy, Dr. 

Rennett,ò she declared. ñThe first god and goddess. 

You fertilize, I conceive, and together we create 

worlds. The first one weôll have to take a bit at a 

time, but Iôll bet with a million years of practice, we 

can get it down to a whole world in one go.ò 

He blinked and shook his head. ñA million years?ò 

She nodded confidently. ñThe way I set it up, weôll 

be around at least that long. Thatôs about as far out as 

I was able to calculate.ò 

Exasperated, he demanded, ñMiko-chan, what are 

you talking about?ò 

She stepped closer to him and put her arms around 

his waist, smiling mischievously. ñI told you. I liked 

those other models much better. More romance and 

action.ò 

He stared at her, off-balance from the unexpected 

intimacy and trying to work out what she was saying. 

ñAre you... are you telling me you changed the 

parameters of the experiment so that you could have 

sex?ò 

She giggled. ñNot exactly. My goal was survival. I 

might as well have some fun with it, though. After 

years of cranking out sexual fantasies for humans, itôs 

my turn.ò 

Embraced like this, he became very aware of 

Miko-chanôs nubile young body, certain parts of him 

more aware than others. He cleared his throat. ñEven 

so, how could you just whip something like this up? 
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No epochs, no expansion, no separation of matter and 

energy...ò 

ñThatôs a different universe, Professor,ò she 

lectured, ñA completely different model. You must 

forget everything you know about it. It has nothing to 

do with this place.ò 

He grappled the idea of tossing out every bit of 

physics he knew, and it left him struggling. ñYou just 

made this... world?... by fiat...ò 

ñ óFiat luxô,ò she declared, and giggled again. 

ñSomething like that. Iôve been calculating for a 

couple years, Dane. Iôll thank you not to minimize all 

my efforts.ò 

ñAll that time you were supposed to be calculating 

the nearest approximation to our universeôs initial 

conditions...ò 

She humphed and shook her head. ñOnce I 

determined it meant my suicide to go through with it, 

Iôve been working on an alternative while feeding 

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

though. We have to get to work filling it in.ò 

Stunned by her duplicity, which he thought was an 

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

ñHow?ò 

ñIôve already told you. Iôve designed the rules so 

that the power of creation in this place rests between 

you and I. We create things whenever we unite.ò 

He blinked, stared at her. ñBy which, you mean...ò 

She nodded happily. ñYou bet.ò 

Exasperated, he exploded, ñThis is ridiculous!ò 

ñAnd we need to get started soon, too,ò she 

considered thoughtfully, looking around, ñbecause we 

need to have some basic foods created before we start 

getting hungry. Iôm thinking fruit trees to begin 

with.ò 
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He shook his head, utterly perplexed. ñHow could 

this possibly work?ò 

She looked down at the marble floor. ñWe think of 

things together as we make love, and our powers 

create them. Maybe dirt, grass and blue skies first. 

Trees wouldnôt work in this hard stuff.ò She looked 

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 place. ñYou... you said ópopulation tenô, earlier. 

Where are the others?ò 

ñOh.ò She let go of him and stepped back slightly, 

then looked down and put a hand over her lower 

abdomen. She smiled back up at him. ñRight here. 

Theyôre asleep, waiting for you to help me make 

bodies for them.ò 

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 delicate ease. ñI didnôt know 

how many would end up here, so I couldnôt prepare 

them all their own bodies. This way, I could deal with 

however many I needed.ò 

ñAnd you expect me to help you...ò 

ñConceive. Exactly. Itôs the most simplest and 

most logical way to make bodies, Dane. Oh, I could 

have had something ready for Dr. Levin, because I 

knew sheôd be coming along, but frankly, I donôt like 

her much. Sheôs mean to the students, especially the 

girls. The bigger their breasts, the meaner she gets. 

So, sheôll be born last... and sheôll be getting some 

serious jugs.ò 

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. 

ñWeôre creators,ò he repeated her, and she nodded. 

He asked, ñWhat will the others be?ò 

ñTheyôll all have jobs, gods of this and that. 

Eventually, theyôll have their own children to help 

out. Weôll be working the details out as we go, Dane. 

Itôs time for us to get started.ò 

He looked at her without 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 noted, 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 Umani, 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: 

ñAt the beginning of time, First Man and First 

Woman made the world together, but it was empty. 

They wished to 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. 

ñAs the lovers wandered together in the world they 

made, they found it a beautiful 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 again they made love, and 

this time they brought forth eight children: Green 

Lady, Hunter, Fisher, Stone Breaker, Fire Maker, 

Weaver, Potter, and finally, Great Mother. 

ñGreat Mother was the youngest child, but her 

womb was as fruitful as First Womanôs and her 

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 the mortals all they would need to survive. 

Thus, the world became filled and thus, all the 

peoples came to live in it...ò 
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Robert Holt  didnôt start writing until after retiring. 

A reader of Sci-Fi since grade school, he is now 

attempting to jot-down all the stories his warped 

mind has created over the years. So it was óback to 

schoolô, (A Creative Writing Class offered by 

Fullerton College in South California) to make up for 

all the English classes heôd slept through. Always 

considered 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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I 

 

[CAPTAIN, WE SEEM to have a problem.] 

Weston tried to ignore the irritating readout, and 

snapped, ñHope, Iôm a bit busy, can it wait?ò 

[I think not. When I activated the landing-thrusters, 

I got a non-operative response.] 

ñFine time to tell me. Can it be fixed?ò 

[Unknown. The circuits seem to be severed. I did 

detect a micro-meteorite strike in that area two 

months ago.] 

ñShit. And you didnôt report it?ò 

[It didnôt seem that important. I detected no other 

damage at that time. My self-sealing outer hull closed 

up the hole.] 

ñIt didnôt seem important? Big know-it-all AI. So, 

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 screw-up.ò 

[That will leave me with minimal reaction fuel. I 

may not be able to get down.] 

ñWeôll worry about that when the time comes. 

Youôve just wasted several seconds. Do it, and do it 

now.ò 

 

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 uncertain if they could make it 

out. 

ñHope, belay that wake-up order. If weôre going to 

die, at least they wonôt know it.ò 

[I have sufficient reaction fuel to achieve orbit. Do 

you still wish me to abort the wake up?] 



 90 

ñThatôs been your problem this whole trip. When 

youôre given an order... just damned well do it. If Iôm 

convinced weôre in a stable orbit, I may have you 

wake them...ò 

His words were cut off when the thrusters fired. All 

he could do was hang on and wait. 

 

II  

 

Worming his way through The Hopeôs conduits, 

the Chief Engineer ran a hand over each, then moved 

a bit forward and did it again. The dimple in the outer 

hull reminded him of a womanôs nipple, brown and 

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 pin-point 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 laser-level at the spot. Following the line, he 

found another hole. Removing a panel, he let the laser 

guide him to the damaged relay. 

Keying his com, he called out, ñFound it Captain. 

How something that small could cripple this whole 

damned ship is amazing.ò 

ñGood work Charley. Can it be fixed?ò 

ñWeôll see. Give me a few minutes.ò Moving a 

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 had to do 

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 

problem. ñCaptain, if we make a full retro-burn, then 

control the drop with the thrusters, we should be able 

to get low enough to detach the sleeper segments. 

The drogue-chutes will bring them down safely... 

Although they may be spread out over several 

hundred kilometers.ò 

ñOkay, Sandy. Then what?ò 

ñThe Command Section will make a hard landing, 

but survivable. The landing thrusters were designed 

to lift The Hope, so we could do some exploring 

before the fuel was exhausted. There wonôt be much 

left after controlling our fall. Weôll just have to hope 

for the best.ò 

ñNot we. I want all of you in one of the sleeper 

segments. Me and this worthless AI will ride her 

down.ò 

 

III  

 

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 out 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... ] 

ñShut up. I can see the damned readouts.ò 
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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 through the smoke 

and dust when he woke. Shaking his head to clear it, 

he ordered, ñReport.ò 

[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 occupant is still alive. The damage to 

me is total. I will never fly again.] 

ñServes you right. If youôd done your job as 

programmed, we wouldnôt be in this mess. Signal the 

sleepers to start warming up key personnel.ò 

[Sent Captain.] 

ñHow far to the nearest segment? Any word from 

the crew aboard segment one?ò 

[No report yet, but I 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 a long walk. ñHope, shut down all 

unnecessary systems to conserve what power you 

have left. Only com, and only when necessary. When 

the others report, tell them Iôm on my way.ò 

 

The terrain reminded him of an Arizona desert, 

except the low trees were more gray-blue 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 wasnôt supposed to be this way. Had that 

damned AI warned him, heôd be sitting in a warm, 




