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            With the greatest appreciation to my reviewing team.

Thank you, Morgan and Nancy, your comments and suggestions made the story much stronger. Your encouragement and praise kept the many rewrites flowing without undue pain for the author.

Please join me again for book 4!
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5
            Prologue

         

         Everyone imagines, from time to time, what they would do with special powers. As children we often dream of flying. Sometimes that dream results in harsh scrapes, or worse, busted limbs when we jumped off a porch or low roof wearing a makeshift cape. Of course those nasty landings never happen to Batman or Spiderman.

         Residing in a magical sanctuary in Chicago, Glenda and Traveler are teens who are actually developing those imagined powers. Their powers are real and hard-earned. They are the result of daily, exhausting study demanded by their sentient books. The books are expanding and reshaping their minds and bodies as containers to accept these powers.

         The teens naturally enjoy using their newfound powers, they are exhilarating! While the teens cannot fly, they can jump quite high. They control gravity enough to ensure soft landings. Beyond jumping they have learned an invisibility skill called “stealth.” They can blend into any surrounding. Traveler, a frequent prankster, unwisely uses stealth to surprise Glenda. A big mistake.6

         To continue developing their powers there is a high cost. Book learning alone is not enough. They must face life-threatening real-world challenges.

         The ongoing development of their powers is essential for them to evolve into protective allies of a benevolent god named Theo. Theo has been an observer of our world since its birth. He predates the Big Bang with knowledge that is far beyond mankind’s understandings.

         While observing our world Theo is suddenly threatened by a host of powerful demigod fire creatures called jinn. The jinn host has pursued Theo for eons, intent on absorbing him to gain his knowledge. Theo needs allies.

         The teens faced their initial “beyond the books” challenge when they were charged by Theo to confront a single jinn. The creature had time-shifted choosing remote fifth-century Transylvania.

         The fifth century was a darkening time in Europe. Rome was rapidly collapsing. Asiatic invaders, led by Attila the Hun, were rampaging across Europe. Large, carnivorous animals ruled the dense forests of the Carpathian Mountains stalking humans as acceptable prey.

         With much hesitancy, the two accepted the daunting mission. Aided by a giant named Olaff, they survived the confrontation. Believing they had succeeded they returned to their Chicago sanctuary.7

         Subsequent events proved their mission had come up short. The threat to Theo has actually increased. They must return once more to the Dark Ages and the Carpathian Mountains.

      

   


   
      
         
8
            Chapter 1

            How Does It Start?

         

         Existence! What is it? How does it happen? Why does it happen?

         These most basic of questions have baffled mankind since the earliest of times. From ancient cave paintings, to Greek philosophers speculating about atoms, to the mind‑boggling math of string theory, to the particles generated by the Hadron Collider, mankind has sought answers. Efforts to present and explain our universe have resulted in many insights and clues but sadly no all-encompassing final answers.

         Answers exist but not for humans. “They” were the creators. Their presence defined all of existence. There was nothing before them. “Nothing” itself did not exist.

         Within their existence they contained all knowledge, all awareness, all understanding, and all power. Dimensionally intertwined they were a single 9collective, yet they could become separate beings when desired.

         All creation flowed from their collective self. As they created, their thoughts generated a vast field of dark energies. These energies defined and filled an endless void. Their creations were made within this dark, energy-filled void. The void was their laboratory.

         They observed each creation in the void from its inception to its ending. Each of their creations was unique. As they observed and studied, they advanced their knowledge and understandings. They were entertained and they were pleased.

         They thought of themselves as the “dark gods.” This name was not a description of any dark intention; it was simply a recognition of the dark matters and dark energies they used to construct their universes.

         Time had no meaning in their existence, it was simply another controllable dimension. There were no limitations on their creations. They constructed dimensions, energies, and base elements of their choosing, then combined them to produce new realities, called universes. There was an immeasurably large set of possible construct groupings. Each creation held great interest for the dark god observers.

         After observing countless creations, an unsettling awareness crept into their collective consciousness. While each creation had offered interesting observations, all events throughout each universe’s life cycle were 10predictable to the dark gods. The gods foresaw all outcomes the moment they sparked a new universe. Where, they asked, is the value in creativity if it does not offer unforeseen experiences with unexpected outcomes?

         The dark gods concluded that they needed to create outcomes that were unpredictable even to themselves. Despite changing the input mix of dimensions, energies, and elements, they found that they were looking into a mirror that always reflected their own existence. Unlike many humans, they became bored by the fascinating but predictable reflections of themselves and their constructs.

         They first attacked the problem by attempting to create unpredictability within themselves. They attempted to solve the problem by combining ever-greater combinations of obscure dimensions, elements, and energies. All efforts failed. No outcome ever surprised them.

         They had never encountered failure. Failure was outside of their experience, and they were all of existence. For the first time, in existence without time or measure, they felt an emotion that humans would call “frustration.”

         They understood that what they needed was not simply more combinations of their input constructs, but a tool that would generate randomness independent of their construct inputs. They called this tool for generating unpredictability their “randomness tool.”11

         The randomness tool was not present within their all‑knowing existence. Their challenge was how to create such a tool. They attacked the tool creation problem with great purpose. As they did with all challenges, they succeeded.

         With the tool created, they proceeded to test its effect. They inserted the tool within previously tested sets of dimensions, energies, and matters. They studied the resulting outcomes against previous creations. They compared the “before” and “after” observations. To their great surprise and disappointment, the inclusion of the tool resulted in creations that behaved exactly the same as was previously experienced.

         Undaunted, they expanded the set of attempts. The “before” and “after” results were always the same. They concluded that the starting set of construct inputs overpowered the randomness tool’s effect. Creative inertia among the constructs seemed determined to follow a predetermined path.

         They came to accept that their randomness tool would not operate within their own existence. Their very existence always predetermined outcomes. Since they could not eliminate their own existence, they appeared to face an unsolvable dilemma.

         They pondered the dilemma until a solution was found. They saw that what they needed was to place their randomness tool and the construct sets outside 12of their own existence. They called their “outside of existence vessel” an “ex-singularity.”

         The dark gods proceeded to put selected construct sets along with the randomness tool into this newly created ex‑singularity vessel. Much to their frustration these initial results were also failures. Before and after outcomes were unchanged. The new ex-singularity always collapsed back into the creator gods’ own existence.

         The dark gods understood that they were the mother singularity. Like many earthly offspring, their ex-singularity offspring, regardless of separation and intent, seemed destined to return home.

         Undaunted by failures, they continued to construct universes within the ex-singularity. There were no limits on their experimentations. They created countless groupings of dimension sets, energies, and elements, always including the randomness tool. They never stopped their efforts regardless of countless, frustrating failures. They never doubted themselves.

         In the far distant human future, an inventor named Thomas Edison, blessed with a strong mind and self-confidence, used the same trial and error process. In building the first practical electric light bulb he experimented with over seventeen hundred types of filaments, including a hair from a friend’s beard, before success. When asked by a reporter what it was like to fail over a thousand times he answered, 13“I have not failed. I just found a thousand ways that won’t work.”

         Predating Edison by billions of years, the dark god’s countless attempts suddenly exploded in success. Their ex‑singularity filament lit up! Rather than returning to the mother singularity, this offspring chose to embrace its own destiny. The new universe began to actively self-define in unpredictable ways. Unexpected outcome followed unexpected outcome!

         In observing their success, the dark gods saw that the randomness tool had interacted not only with the construct inputs but within the containment ex-singularity itself. Randomness was infused in both container and content. A single thought resonated in their collective mind. We have succeeded! Their creation was a casino for gods!

      

   


   
      
         
14
            Chapter 2

            The Creators Explore Their Casino

         

         At the instant of its birth, the creators saw this was the sought‑after, unpredictable universe. To best acquire the knowledge being generated by this newborn universe, the dark gods decided they would embed themselves directly into the expansion. Rather than taking a single observation position, they chose countless viewing sites.

         For the first time in their endless existence, they separated into their individual selves. They had no concern regarding the separation. Each god knew that when this universe ended its life cycle and blinked out, they would be re-joined. Once re-joined they would share their separate experiences.

         As they studied the universe’s outward rushing expansion, it resembled a chaotic train station. There was an infinite number of trains racing out of the station. The trains’ cars were carrying the earliest 15passengers of dimensions, mass, and energy to unknown distant destinations.

         Each dark god chose to ride in its own private observation car. Once on board each creator found that its chosen car was soon morphing into a carnival midway. One instant they were on the rapidly twisting Tilt-A-Whirl, the next moment they were inside jerking bumper cars. Then they were on a screaming rollercoaster or aboard an incredibly fast-moving Ferris wheel.

         Each god experienced the universe’s expansion ride with a teenager’s thrill and joy. It was fresh and unpredictable. Each god was awash in new experiences and new knowledge. They sat back as passive observers exerting no authorship. They let the new universe continue as a self-directing creation with random outcomes.

         The casino was a kaleidoscope of everchanging events. There was an endless creation and reorganization of matter, energy, and dimensions. The universe’s ongoing restructuring at every level of its existence provided an ever-fresh set of observations for the dark gods.

         The dark gods observed how the starting mix of dimensions, energy, and elements interacted with each other. They saw how initial dimensions, present at the moment of birth, were being reshaped to expand or collapse. They observed that as certain 16dimensions became dominant, other dimensions curled up on themselves. These curled up dimensions retreated into infinitesimally small spaces.

         Countless particles were attracted to each other, resulting in new elemental constructs. While some constructs shrunk, others gained strength. Certain energies, such as gravity, began to influence and dominate the elemental haze of birth.

         They watched over eons of time as newly-formed base elements of matter accumulated into increasingly large spheres. The buildup in a sphere’s size and density could be visualized as a sticky snowball moving through space collecting additions to itself.

         The increasingly powerful force of gravity packed the elemental snowball ever tighter. When the density of a packed sphere reached a critical point, internal nuclear explosions resulted and stars were born. These earliest stars were the first children birthed by the young universe.

         As the infant universe grew, individual stars were drawn toward each other by the force of gravity. Gravity acted as a cosmic housemaid sweeping piles of stars together into shared sectors of dark space. These star sharing regions were called galaxies. Young and adventuresome the galaxies moved at high speeds through the dark void.

         The universe continued to create unique existences. No two galactic regions arose with identical content 17and shape. Randomness was operating on a scale that spared nothing. No object was too big or too small to escape its effects.

         Within the infant universe, the dark gods were already widely scattered throughout the proliferating galaxies. Each god had its own galactic casino to occupy and observe the various events being played out. No two casinos were the same.

         Contrary to what Einstein believed, each god watched their galactic casino roll its own dice of creation.
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            Chapter 3

            An Isolated Creator

         

         The gods knew that they could better observe the evolving creations within their galaxy by pulling matter and energy closer to their own observation positions. To enhance the efficiency of their observation site, each creator entered a massive star within its own galaxy. Once inside the selected star, the resident creator caused the star to collapse into a highly concentrated mass.

         This collapsing star produced a powerful gravitational field that drew nearby matter and energy toward the observing dark god. The resulting star’s gravitational strength was such that even light was a captive. Distant observers looking toward the dense star would only see a black hole. Resting inside, gods watched light and matter as they were set upon by fierce gravity.

         Over time a vast gravitational collection net was formed around the dark star. This collection net took on the shape of a funnel that channeled mass and 19energy down the collapsed star’s throat toward the resident god. The dark god resting in its observation laboratory was similar to a spider centered in its web.

         Not every creator chose to observe from inside a black hole. One creator, we know it as Theo, decided to study formations at the microlevel of a single star system and a single planet. This micro-study would complement its brethren’s macro observations. It would add in-depth knowledge about the evolution of a single star system and a single planet.

         Theo selected a yet unformed region for his study. Entering, he found himself within a massive cloud of elemental particles. He was immediately fascinated by the earliest creations it was producing. Suns were born within his cloud. He watched as his own elemental cloud slowly developed a geometric shape.

         The shape evolved as a rotating disk. The disk contained millions of stars packed into a central hub. Extending from the hub were twisting, spiraling arms of stars. These spiraling arms extended far out into the dark void.

         To Theo the arms appeared as if the hub was grasping at fresh stars to add to its galactic empire. Theo concluded that even in this infant universe a rule was emerging, “Eat or be eaten.” His hub was hungry.

         Theo pondered whether the eating rule would exist at the microlevel. Much later his observations 20confirmed the rule dominated. The rule evidenced itself when the earliest form of life arose on his planet. Life was always hungry, driven to consume.

         His next decision was which emerging star system should be selected. After appraising the multitude of choices, he made his selection. He chose a newly birthed star of average size toward the outer rim of one spiral arm. This star would provide insights into the life of a star system that had masses orbiting around the star at varying distances. The god would observe the fate of each of these masses.

         He picked one of the orbiting masses as his observation site. The selected mass was close enough to the star to receive heat and light energy but far enough away to avoid becoming a charred cinder. Theo settled in to watch this volatile, volcanic mass evolve. What will its eventual fate be? he wondered. Will it stabilize or ultimately explode from internal heat pressures?

         As the mass matured Theo was pleased with his choice. The mass stabilized into a solid spheroid called a planet. As the planet’s internal temperature fell, the atmosphere surrounding it cooled and began releasing suspended water down to the surface. Slowly the planet’s surface developed large bodies of water. Over eons the water offered a favorable birthing environment for life.

         When the earliest life form developed Theo was beyond pleased. He watched the evolution of life as 21it proliferated in multiple directions. Randomness was at work again. He saw that many directions for early life were dead ends. Other directions produced the most amazing creatures. Life was increasingly complex and evolving.

         He felt the best was yet to come. What new life would emerge? What fascinating creatures would appear?
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            Chapter 4

            Chicago: A Winter Wonderland

         

         While people are not observing gods, they often find themselves fascinated by their natural surroundings as well as their own creations. The Christmas season in Chicago is such a magical observation time for all people. The environment presents a blend of nature and human creations. Together they result in a bright, glowing, festive season.

         Casting shadows over this bright winter season, however, are many dark days. Known as the “City of Big Shoulders,” Chicago’s tall skyscrapers add to the street level dimness by blocking out many of the sun’s pale downward rays. Increasing the daytime shadows are the shorter days of winter.

         Further infringing on the seasonal festivities is the never‑ending snow and wind coming off Lake Michigan. This uninvited guest arrives as a swirling, misty, white fog. The whiteness often floats on strong 23winds high above the streets before landing. This unwelcome guest frequently obscures many of the office window displays that shine down from the big shoulders of the skyscrapers.

         Settling snow brings visual beauty but also danger. The city managers care for their citizens year-round; however, in the darker winter season, the managers know that shoppers of all ages must be protected from nasty falls, broken presents, and possible broken bones.

         Beyond concern for personal injury, the city’s management knows full well that Christmas shoppers are the lifeblood of commerce and tax revenue. Keeping streets and sidewalks safe is a critical duty that extends from the mayor down to the street cleaners.

         City workers willingly accept this responsibility and do their best to keep the major shopping streets clear using ice scrapers and snow removal machines. Their clearing efforts are often followed by trucks and workers scattering salt.

         Freshly scattered sidewalk salt glistens in a rainbow of colors reflecting the lamplights and blazing store windows. Shimmering rainbows proclaim to hurrying shoppers that Chicago is a magical winter wonderland.

         Despite the city’s best efforts to protect its citizens, experienced Christmas shoppers know they still need to watch their footing. Even with the best of street 24cleaning efforts, foot traffic is a “walker beware” activity. Black ice can quickly be obscured by softly falling flakes. This treacherous ice lies hidden, waiting to ambush the too hastily-placed foot.

         As shoppers move along crowded streets, their faces appear like images on old television screens. Eyes and heads flicker downward to view sidewalk surfaces, then upward to view oncoming pedestrians and department store windows. As the flickering cycle is repeated, bobblehead movement would be a fitting description.

         Decorated streetlamps add to the sense of traveling through a fairyland. Their lights not only illuminate sidewalks but also lift shoppers’ eyes upward to gaze on overhead decorations. Elevated, smiling Frosty Snowmen wink at street corner policemen. Grinning elves, peeking through colorful wreaths, foretell of coming Christmas presents.

         Playful, but purposeful, red-nosed Rudolphs match the determined look of shoppers carrying their presents. Many young children holding a parent’s hand would later tell friends they were sure these decorations appeared to be watching them. Some were positive a Rudolph winked at them.

         Adding to the street decorations are a multitude of red‑faced, sidewalk Santas. These Santas are dedicated to their charitable fundraising as they enthusiastically swing their clanging bells. With ringing bells in 25hand, many Santas seek out the glow from overhead lamplights for a little heat. Beyond heat, they use the light to direct charitable hands toward their tripod-suspended red buckets.

         Despite Mother Nature’s chilling intrusions, it is a time of magic and excitement for children of all ages. The profusion of festive sights and sounds help traveling shoppers ignore the biting Chicago winter and embrace the season’s magic. Even the most cynical citizens enjoy positive attitudes and smiles radiating from passing strangers.
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            Chapter 5

            Seasonal Memories

         

         Standing comfortably beside the large picture window in her hotel room, Virginia looked down at the street. While there were still lingering rays of sunlight, streetlamps lit the sidewalks. They stood as tall, silent, snow-covered soldiers assuring safe passage for shoppers.

         Watching the shoppers Virginia felt a wave of sweet nostalgia pass through her. The sidewalk decorations had enchanted her from her earliest downtown visits with her mother. As a young girl she followed her mother into many festively decorated department stores. Once inside a store she felt the joy of the Christmas songs lifting her spirits. Her body quickly forgot the lingering outside chills and rejoiced in the glow of a song’s words and melody.

         Christmas shopping naturally added greatly to the downtown excitement. The department stores were a decorated bazaar offering so many choices. As 27the two of them did their shopping, Virginia’s mom taught her how to spot quality and bargain prices. “Always go for quality first, then check prices. You never make a mistake with quality.”

         Smiling down at her daughter, Virginia’s mother added, “Quality first in friends and later in boyfriends is your measuring stick.” Laughing, she added, “You’ll understand about boyfriends in the future, there’s no rush to shop for them for many years.”

         Virginia knew she had just been given a life lesson but didn’t really understand it. Who cares about stupid boys? Wanting to feel like she was nearly a grownup at age seven, she looked back up at her mom and smiled. “I’ll always comparative shop, Mom. I understand it’s the smart thing to do. I’m lucky to have you as my teacher.” Her mom gave a glowing smile back to her young daughter.

         With her mom’s childhood advice still lingering in her mind, Virginia heard a knock at the door. Opening it she was greeted by a very pungent odor of workout sweat. The two health-clubbers were back. Pressing his way past her, a tall, dark-haired boy pleaded, “Shower please, Mom. I need to get away from myself.”

         Virginia laughed. “Please do! You know the way to your bathroom. Glenda, you can use my bathroom, it’s all set up for you. There are plenty of fresh towels for both of you. Eddie, please throw your stuff in the 28hamper and lock it down so nothing can crawl out.” Glenda grinned while a disappearing Traveler chose to ignore his mom’s wit.

         “Both of you will find tonight’s evening wear on your beds. Glenda, you were such a help in shopping, I have a surprise laid out for you. I think I know what you like, let me know what you think.”

         An appreciative smile swept across the tall girl’s face. Everybody, young or old, loves a surprise gift. “Thank you so much, Virginia! I already know I’ll love it. You have such great taste! Thank you again. Now I better get to that shower before our neighbors call the front desk asking about wet cows in the hotel.”

         As they disappeared Virginia chuckled to herself. Shower quickly, my wet cows, please! Her mind shifted from wet cows to the coming adventure. We’re going to explore the mysterious world of M tonight, and I’m excited.

      

   


   
      
         
29
            Chapter 6

            Party Prep Time

         

         As the two teens entered their showers, they each anticipated the best part of the day was yet to come. With health club workouts over, the fun night was starting. They knew M would surprise them and they were eager to see what he had in store.

         Falling waters in the form of hot showers chased the smelly cows away. The two accepted the shower’s transformative magic as they relaxed tired workout muscles.

         Finished in the bathroom, Traveler came out to inspect the evening’s attire laid out on the bed. He saw a charcoal suit with a formal white shirt and a soft yellow tie. Beside the shirt was an open box presenting a pair of heavy gold cufflinks shaped like miniature shields. Really cool Mom, you’ve still got it!

         Dressing quickly, he looked in the full-length mirror and felt pleased with the guy looking back. 30Entering the living room he said, “So why the fancy dress-up, Mom? The prom’s not until spring.”

         Virginia smiled back and started to answer, then paused. She found herself staring at her son. She had a sense of déjà vu. Just yesterday evening she had looked at her son and thought he seemed different. Looking at him this evening, just a day later, she thought exactly the same thing, but more so. Had he somehow aged a year in a single day? He projected the confidence of a college athlete while his eyes seemed to be those of a thoughtful businessman.

         As Virginia studied his face, she thought for a moment that he seemed closer in age and carriage to his father Daniel than to the high school boy who got on the train with her. Don’t grow up too fast my son, you have a lot of carefree years still in front of you. Don’t age yourself trying to impress the young lady. After this week you will never see her again.

         Taking a quick breath, she answered, “Tonight is another big surprise from M, our friendly train magician. He asked that the three of us dress in formal attire and be prepared to explore a magical side of Chicago. He would not give me any details except that his limo will pick us up shortly. I’m excited to see what this evening brings.

         “By the way, I emailed your dad about the invite and he said to let M knock himself out hosting us. He also asked about your Norwegian friend, so be 31prepared to be pumped about her. I told him she is a terrific young lady but will be moving out of your life when we return.” Virginia paused before adding, “I think he was a little relieved.”

         Traveler was amused as he instantly caught his mom’s real purpose with the casual remark. Mom, you and Dad have no idea how much she’s in my life. She’s sometimes fun and sometimes a big pain but she is literally always around. She couldn’t leave if she wanted to, but neither can I. Theo runs the show for both of us.

         Virginia saw a strange look slip over her Eddie’s face. I think he is annoyed that his remaining time with the Nordic Princess will get cut short by his mother and M. He’s aware of how limited his time is with her and resents losing a chunk of it to the grown-ups. Too bad Eddie, I’m all in favor of M and I acting as chaperones over you two.

         Traveler saw the wheels spinning in his mom’s head and her lips pursing to ask a question. Whatever her question was going to be, she suddenly changed gears. Turning away from him she said, “Glenda my dear, you look so grown up! The boys at your school should see you. Your prom dance card won’t be big enough.”

         Traveler’s head rotated from his mom to an approaching Glenda. He discovered his friendly old frog was back in his throat. He stifled a chug-a-rum croak then said, “Nice dress choice, Mom. She’ll be the belle of the ball back in school.”32

         Glenda gave Traveler a quick look that said, Your mom knows the prom queen when she sees her. By that frog in your throat, so do you.

         Glenda gave Virginia her warmest smile followed by a curtsy. “I feel like Cinderella! You picked the perfect outfit for a night on the town.” With that, Glenda twirled around presenting a green cloud floating under a mass of misty red hair.

         Completing the twirl, she said, “I just love your classic black dress, Virginia, and your Cleopatra hairstyle fits the Egyptian necklace. You look like Cleopatra might have looked as she joined Caesar for a night at the amphitheater.”

         Traveler was aware of the flush on his mom’s face with Glenda’s compliments. Score one for the princess, he thought, her stock just soared with Mom.

         “Well, I have another surprise for you, try this on,” said Virginia, as she handed Glenda a silver case. “It’s a loaner gift from M for the evening.” Accepting the box Glenda moved the heavy gold slide to open it. Inside, resting on a deep blue taffeta liner, was a string of perfect pearls. Glenda just stared at them.

         “Eddie, be a gentleman and help put them on please.”

         Fortunately, Traveler didn’t need to speak, Mr. Frog would have embarrassed him if he tried. He took the pearls out, stepped behind the green dress then carefully passed them around Glenda’s neck. He 33became slightly embarrassed when he found the clasp did not want to close.

         “Need help back there?” came a joking voice through a haze of reddish hair. The clasp suddenly closed with a definitive snap. Embarrassed hands work even when frog throats fail.

         Glenda did another pirouette then stood motionless for inspection. “Perfect,” said Virginia. “Don’t you agree, Eddie?” She enjoyed watching the pink slowly climb up both teens’ necks.

         Traveler’s mind searched for a casual, but witty reply. I got nothin’ was all that came to his mind. His lack of a snappy answer was saved by the bell, in this case, the phone. As Virginia answered Glenda and Traveler heard her say, “We’re ready, we’ll be right down.”

         Glancing at the two teens Virginia said, “It’s showtime. Put on your winter coats and let’s see what excitement M has in store for us tonight. Head down and I’ll catch up in a minute.”

         Pausing a moment, she added, “Eddie be sure to bring your earmuffs.” Traveler winced twice. First at being called Eddie, then at being treated like a five-year-old being dressed by his mother to go outside. He ignored a smiling Glenda.

         Grunting he said, “Sure thing, Mom. Let’s go explore this great place M is taking us to. I can’t wait.”

      

   


   
      
         
34
            Chapter 7

            The Casino Adds a Dangerous Wild Card

         

         Too often when life’s events are all going our way people will humorously ask, “What can go wrong?” Sadly, as the scales of life balance out, certain unwanted answers frequently appear. These answers often begin with an unnoticed event. Such an unnoticed event happened in the infant universe. The event gave rise to a life form that would grow over time to threaten a dark god Theo’s very life.

         The exploding universe was a cosmic supermarket, begging to be explored by the creators. There were endless new aisles appearing as galaxies, each offering rich shelves of knowledge for study. Despite their near-limitless ability to absorb new experiences, the creators were close to being overwhelmed by this evolving unpredictable universe.

         With the avalanche of new offerings for study, the creators missed the earliest form of emerging life. 35Within this exploding random universe, the statistically impossible could, and did, happen. An unforeseen threat to the creators themselves was born. It would grow into a dangerous wild card. It was a nasty joker unexpectedly added to the universe’s playing deck.

         This early wild card began as a routinely developing compacted sphere of primary elements. As the sphere was approaching its metamorphosis into a young star, its component elements were altered by the randomness tool. A jolting hit from a small meteor altered the sphere’s development. The hit diverted the sphere’s packed elements away from nuclear reactions; shaken, the elements morphed into a loosely linked network.

         Over time the linked network continued to grow, resembling a three-dimensional spider’s web of random connections between clusters of elements. These clusters slowly thickened and became nodes. As the nodes evolved and their connections increased, they resembled a primitive network.

         The network continued to evolve in complexity as it carried random electrical messages between the nodes. As increasing numbers of data packets flowed, the network responded with a greater density of connections. With denser connections came greater speed.

         The network was evolving into a small, asteroid-sized platform that offered the potential for cognitive development. It was not, however, conscious. It was 36unaware of itself. It had no self-identity; it was simply a very large, very dumb computer.

         Externally, the sphere appeared to be a small, failed sun. Under a cosmic microscope it would appear as a reddish ember resting in space.

         While the sphere had no self-directing cognitive abilities, it did sense and react to certain stimuli. Its unconscious instinct was to survive. It recognized, on some rudimentary level, that morphing into a flaring sun would destroy its network. Without conscious intention the network stopped further development toward becoming a star.

         For eons the ever-developing network was passive. Messages randomly flowed as data packets between nodes; however, there were no understood directions within the received messages. Over time the message content became increasingly complex but remained without consequence.

         Once again, the randomness tool interceded. A nearby passing comet flared into a burnout. The escaping energy altered the chemical construct of the nodes. Messages that were previously gibberish became understood. Once understood, messages had purpose. The randomness tool via the comet’s demise had inadvertently activated the dumb computer’s “on” switch. It was suddenly far from dumb.

         The network burst into awareness of its own existence in an instant. It recognized itself as a being. 37It knew it was unique from all other entities in the surrounding space. As the French philosopher Descartes famously said, “I think, therefore I am.” The being thought, and these thoughts drove future actions.

         Fully sentient at the moment of its awakening, it immediately understood its limitless potential for cognitive development and power. It knew it had the potential to develop abilities to shape environments to its will. It was born a demigod. Over time it aspired to be much more.

         Alive, it was famished for knowledge. It was a born predator lurking in the dense birthing cloud. It studied the energy and matter that surrounded it. No substance was a threat to it. It was a wolf ready to dine on a herd of elemental sheep. It pondered which nearby substance would be its first meal.

         Fortunately for its survival, it became aware of a powerful dark presence. It intuitively understood this being was far superior to itself. This dark god could easily place a choker chain around its wolf’s throat. It would become a meal to this vastly greater alpha. It stopped its movement toward the nearby elements. The time for ingesting would come later.

         With a strong instinct for self-preservation, the sphere behaved accordingly. It understood the need for camouflage. It sent low-level pulsating energies outward to project a dark reddish hue onto its 38exterior. This camouflage maintained its appearance as a dying red ember. “I’m just another failed star. You will learn nothing from me,” was the sphere’s message to the surrounding cosmos and any dark god observer.

         The dark god had indeed noticed the sphere’s outward appearance and dismissed it. The god believed that as this ember cooled it would become inert matter. It was destined to float in the void until it was destroyed or absorbed by a larger mass. The camouflage had worked, the sphere warranted no further study by the god.

         While by choice it was not a blazing sun, the sphere thought of itself as a sun’s cousin. It named itself a “fire being.” Much later others would call it a “fire beast.” In Norse mythology this fire beast would be named Surtr, the great fire god that could destroy all Asgardian gods.
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            Chapter 8

            As the Creature Grows, So Does Frustration

         

         The fire being remained stationary in the dark void for eons as it observed the ever-changing, evolving universe. As it observed the unfolding universe it also focused inward. It had rich resources within itself, and it began to direct these resources.

         Its first priority was to strengthen the power of its neural network. All resources were committed to expanding its cognitive abilities. There were occasional setbacks as a network underperformed. Like early Spartan babies, a weakling was not offered aid or comfort. Failure was not acceptable.

         To survive, successful networks quickly adjusted to the expected Spartan standard of performance. The strong networks grew and prospered. Weak networks were dismantled and converted into building materials for the stronger networks. Perform or be eaten. The law of the universe held, even within a demigod.40

         After it had greatly increased its cognitive abilities the sphere proceeded to develop stealth capabilities. Without drawing attention to itself, it explored nearby regions of space rich with floating elements.

         It was pleased to discover that it could absorb elements then modify them. It experimented with available matters and energies present in its nearby space neighborhood. It found it could transmute resources into desired hybrids. It became an accomplished space alchemist. It was the first designer chemist in this young universe.

         As eons passed it was frequently bumped into by random traveling objects such as meteors. These objects often contained newly formed, advanced chemical elements. The creature found it could absorb these new matters, study their inner workings, and add to its knowledge base.

         While pleased with its alchemy efforts, the creature eventually became frustrated. There were major constraints on its research. The constraints came from its inability to move freely. To explore it knew it needed to distance itself from the dark god; movement, however, was an unacceptable risk.

         If this dark god detected the fire creature as a life form, it would immediately bring the creature under its control for study. The creature did not want to dwell on its fate if captured. All chemists know what happens to used laboratory specimens and 41equipment once the study is completed. It would be washed clean or trashed.

         Unexpectedly, life changed again for the creature. The opportunity to move suddenly arose. The opportunity presented itself when the dark god disappeared. It briefly reappeared next to a distant massive star in the center of the galaxy, then it entered the star. At first the fire creature thought the dark god may have been destroyed by the glowing star, then it saw the true power of the god on display.

         Once merged with the star the dark god began to re-engineer it. The embedded god contorted, twisted, then shrank the giant into a compressed mass. Unimaginable energies poured out from the giant star’s contraction. The dark god continued the restructuring until the massive star was collapsed into a small, enormously dense glob.

         Curiosity, fear, and respect held the fire creature spellbound as it watched the dark god compress the massive star. As the star was being squeezed down, the fire creature could detect the increased force of gravity even from an enormous distance. The powerful mass held energy emanations, such as light, prisoner. The creature knew it could never escape if discovered. It continued to bide its time, watching for any movement from the distant god.
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            Chapter 9

            The Creature Moves

         

         After eons of a forced stationary existence the creature rejoiced, the god never reappeared. Given its great distance from the black hole, the creature realized that cautious stealth movement was possible. A distant portion of the galaxy was an inviting domain to explore as long as it maintained a sufficient distance from the black hole.

         Movement over the vast distances was indeed possible. The creature had reached a state of knowledge that permitted it to manipulate the forces that controlled this universe. Using this knowledge, it experimented with bridges to move between distant points. Eons later these bridges would be called “wormholes” by human physicists.

         The creature’s bridge would connect suns as the entry and exit points. By using suns as the entry and exit doors, the creature’s travel would be hidden from the scrutiny of a dark god. The creature had designed interstellar stealth travel.43

         The choice of the entry point was easy, it was a sun at the center of its current system. The creature would enter this star by presenting itself as a blazing comet. Comets were common and often crashed into stars and disappeared. The comet’s travel should not generate any interest for the distant observing god.

         The critical decision was picking an exit point. That point needed to be far from the god’s black hole. The exit also needed to place the creature in a region that was rich in star systems with orbiting masses.

         The creature began an intense study of candidate star systems with orbiting masses. It observed that for many orbiting planets, life was often short-lived. Some planets were smashed by larger objects moving through their solar system; some became floating cinders due to their proximity to the system’s sun. Some never achieved a stable gravitational orbit and became traveling space tramps.

         After a careful review of possible destinations, the creature made its choice. This galaxy had star collections that moved away from the center hub like spiraling arms. The creature chose an arm that was rich in planet-bearing star systems. Within the selected region it chose a normal-sized star as its exit point.

         The creature had its plan and the bridging ability to execute it. As the Romans would say many eons later, “carpe diem,” or “seize the day.” The creature 44turned up its exterior glow and presented itself as a traveling comet heading into the furnace of the nearby sun. Without hesitation the fire creature rode into its entry star.

         Ironically, in this vast casino for gods, both Theo and the creature had selected the same star region. What are the odds? Only the randomness tool would venture a guess.
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            Chapter 10

            Star Bridges and Star Portals

         

         The star bridge worked perfectly; the creature emerged from the wormhole directly inside the interior of the large exit sun. The creature was unfazed by the intense heat of the star’s internal nuclear explosions. The creature embraced the sun’s energy much as old friends will embrace upon meeting each other.

         It remained inside the sun, gathering resources while waiting to see if there was any pursuit from the distant dark god. There was none. Feeling secure, it emerged as a comet and moved away from the exit star. Its first impression was relief at how distant it was from the gravity grasp of the black hole. It had achieved the necessary separation to begin freely exploring.

         The challenges of searching the enormous number of star systems for life forms dawned on it. It realized it could not visit the multitude of candidate star systems one at a time. It needed to throw out a much larger net for an efficient search.46

         The challenge of such a search was resolved by using its own internal resources. It was capable of breaking itself into many fully capable, smaller entities. With the increased resources gained from immersion in the exit star, it could create a vast number of scouting entities.

         These scouts were its pseudo-children. While the children were small compared to the parent host, they each had enormous powers. Their powers were similar to those of the host creature, diminished only by the scout’s reduced size. Even size limitations could be partially overcome by individual scouts combining with each other. Once combined, a single, more powerful being resulted. Individually or combined, the scouts would be the alpha to any life form they encountered.

         The next step was for the scouts to establish portals on targeted planets. The portals functioned as communication networks and as travel corridors between planets. They were imbued with a high level of AI, or artificial intelligence. This AI capability gave portals the ability to monitor their surrounding environment. If life was detected, the portal transmitted this finding to each of the other portals as well as to the host parent.

         The creature had observed the various natural threats to a planet that the random universe could produce. Such threats included volcanic activity, 47earthquakes, and floods. If a portal found that it was being damaged, it was programmed to send a signal calling for scouts to visit and repair. The creature had constructed an interactive intelligent portal system similar to its own internal structure. It had learned from observing its own efficiencies.

         The host was now ready to launch an armada of scouting legions. It studied the candidate systems and prioritized the richest star regions. After a careful review it selected a nearby region that offered a plethora of planet-rich star systems. Given the vast number of stars and orbiting planets, the host was optimistic. It expected to find many forms of developing life.

         As eons passed the host became frustrated as scouts failed to identify any significant intelligent life. With continuing failure, the host creature concluded: These dark gods have seriously erred. They are powerful but incompetent. They are not gods suited to building a life-rich universe.

         An intriguing thought came to the host. At some point it might become powerful enough to absorb a god. Once absorbed, all of the god’s knowledge would belong to the fire creature. The creature could then change the construct of this universe to satisfy its own wishes.

         How to absorb an all-powerful opponent was the issue. With continuing reflections, the creature 48determined its approach. The strategy was risky but doable. An unexpected, full host attack on a lone god, residing outside of a protective black hole, was the answer. It only needed to find such an isolated, unprotected god. It began the god-search using its highly energized scouts and portals.
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            Chapter 11

            Chicago Bridges

         

         When Virginia got off the elevator, she saw the check-in counter was fully staffed and hyper-busy. It was the beginning of the Christmas season and the Drake was a major hotel destination for people staying in downtown Chicago. Searching for the teens she quickly spotted them next to the lobby’s giant, decorated Christmas tree.

         The teens were watching in childlike fascination as a miniature train was weaving its way under and around the large tree. They stared as it sped past villages then over a bridge on top of a miniature lake. The lake was a festively decorated mirror with miniature skaters moving randomly about on the lake’s surface. Captivated by the sights the teens visualized themselves riding on the train. Trains are magic, they thought at the same time.

         Adding to the display’s realism, movement appeared everywhere. Activated by the train’s passing, flagmen 50waved lanterns, crossing gates lowered, and flashing signal lights announced the train’s presence. The two teens were spellbound as the train crossed over the bridge, whistled, then ascended a long incline to disappear into a tunnel. Horn calls echoed from inside the tunnel.

         Captivated by the display, the two were oblivious to Virginia as she moved past them to the exit. As she approached the door the heavily suited doorman nodded at her, “It’s a brisk one tonight, take care.” Stepping forward, he opened the heavy door.

         Virginia saw the waiting limo and tentatively stepped outside. The piercing Lake Michigan wind cut into her and she felt a shiver despite her heavy coat. She made eye contact with the driver and sent a hand wave that was immediately acknowledged by a gloved wave back. Smiling, Virginia pointed inside to indicate she would be back shortly.

         Returning to the Christmas tree, she slipped an arm around both Eddie and Glenda. “I love the train setup, it’s mesmerizing. It must have taken weeks to create this work of Christmas art. I can imagine myself on board a magic train as it winds its way along.”

         Her face brightened as she added, “Eddie, I think we were just on a magic train getting here. Mr. M is a wonderful magician and he certainly entertained us in the dining car. I have no idea how he did those tricks.” Traveler responded with an understanding nod. Truer than you know, Mom.51

         “I hate to take you away right now children, but time and limos wait for nobody, so we better get to our ride. Hold your breath outside, trust me it’s like the Arctic.” Pausing, she added, “Oh, Eddie, you forgot your earmuffs, but I picked them up.”

         “Thanks, Mom. I can probably make it to the limo without them but always good to have.” He slipped them into a deep pocket.

         Again, the tall doorman went outside and did his duty. As they stepped out Traveler winced. “You’re right Mom, this is a killer night. I can imagine polar bears skating down Michigan Avenue.”

         Taking Virginia’s arm, Traveler helped her down the wide steps to the limo. Glenda noted his chivalry thinking, Kudos Traveler, great way to kick off the evening.

         The driver was standing outside holding one of the doors open and offered Virginia a hand as she bent to enter. “Thank you, sir. This lady always appreciates good manners and definitely on a night like tonight.”

         The driver next offered a gloved hand to Glenda who accepted it with a simple “Thank you.” Traveler looked the driver in the eye and shook his head. The driver smiled back, he understood the message. Young men don’t need or accept help from other men, too embarrassing.

         Shutting the passenger door, the driver was quickly inside. Virginia smiled at her fellow riders. “Is this 52a limo, or is this a carriage for a queen? I rode in it last night, and it’s a Cinderella dream coach. Everything is genuine leather and the seats are heated.” Looking at Traveler sitting across from her she rhetorically exclaimed, “Eddie, does M know how to travel in style or what?”

         Traveler had to agree on the luxury of the limo coach that was now carrying them through the snow and wind-whipped Chicago streets. As they moved along, he noticed how although other cars would frequently lose traction and slide sideways, the limo was steady as a rock. “Yeah Mom, this is a special limo. It’s really stable on these slick streets, must be German-built.”

         Glenda had been sitting quietly watching the flow of freezing people move along with turtle-like heads tucked into thick coat collars. I’m lucky to be inside, it’s brutal out there. Her mind then left the outside to rejoin her companions.

         “You’re so right Virginia about trains. Didn’t you say that this Mr. M fascinated you with magic on the train?” Laughing, she added, “I bet he is a real-live sorcerer living right here with us in Chicago. What do you think, Eddie?”

         Traveler grunted. “For sure, he’s the magic man all right. Let’s see what magic he’s come up with for tonight.”

         Virginia smiled at her son, “I think he’s going to make tonight an evening to remember.”53

         Glenda knew Traveler thought the world of M, but at the same time she also knew he wanted his mom to be missing his dad as much as he did. Glenda saw a less positive comment about M forming on Traveler’s face. She wanted Virginia to enjoy a magical evening without her son detracting from her upbeat mood. She headed it off with, “Wow Eddie, look at that Santa! He is shaking the biggest bell I’ve ever seen.”

         Traveler visibly grimaced at the “Eddie” but immediately searched the street and noted the bell ringer. He gave an involuntary grin, “You’re right! And look at his padding, I think it’s the real deal. That Santa has enjoyed more than his share of holiday cookies and fruit cake.”

         Virginia had noticed that her son had a frowning reaction to being called “Eddie” by the girl. She had clearly annoyed him, and nobody wants a pouty Eddie starting the evening. Virginia the mother knew what to do. “So, my learned history son, assuming I bear some resemblance to Cleopatra tonight, can you tell us how Caesar met her?”

         With the question still hanging in the air, Traveler became a fish leaping out of the water to capture a too close, silly fly. “I’m glad you asked, Mom. It’s a great story of love and war. I’ll give the short version.

         “Caesar met Cleo when he arrived in Alexandria, Egypt chasing his archenemy Pompey. Both were competing to rule Rome. They had just faced off 54with a decisive battle in Greece which, against all odds, Caesar won. Pompey fled to Alexandria with Caesar hot on his trail.

         “When Caesar reached Alexandria a few days behind Pompey he was met by the young pharaoh Ptolemy and Ptolemy’s senior advisor. The advisor was actually ruling Egypt in the pharaoh’s name and loved the power. The advisor was full of himself and he and Caesar disliked each other immediately.

         “The advisor presented Caesar with a covered vase and suggested that he look at its contents. A curious Caesar did so, only to find Pompey’s head inside. This was a very ill‑conceived offering. Offended that the arrogant advisor had killed Pompey, a Roman consul, Caesar was soon drawn into a brewing civil war between Ptolemy and his advisor and Ptolemy’s sister Cleopatra. Cleo was powerful and a threat to the advisor’s power.

         “As a side note, Cleopatra was not only Ptolemy’s sister she was his wife. The Egyptians believed both siblings had gods residing in their human bodies making them in fact gods. As gods they should necessarily marry each other to maintain the purity of their godly offspring.

         “To control Cleo the advisor kept her isolated from the royal court. Frustrated and eager to regain her position as co-ruler she needed an ally. How she escaped confinement to seek Caesar’s help is a great story. She had herself rolled into a beautiful rug that 55was carried by her slave as a gift to Caesar. When the rug was unrolled Caesar and his generals came face to face with a rising Cleopatra.

         “Immediately upon standing, a confident Cleo took charge. She was a commanding presence even to powerful Caesar and his generals. Cleo could spot a winner with a glance. Her glances swept Caesar to her side in many ways and he quickly became her ally.

         “Naturally there was a big battle. It’s famous and called the Battle of the Nile. The Romans were outnumbered but they were the cream of Caesar’s army, they were battle-hardened killers. The opposing Egyptians were brave and fought fiercely for their pharaoh. It was a pitched battle in which the young pharaoh and the advisor were killed. With her brother’s death Cleo emerged from the palace to face the Egyptian army.

         “She addressed them as their now rightful leader. With her appearance they all knelt, she was, after all, a goddess to them.

         “One tragic result of this pitched battle was an accidental fire that burned the most famous library in the ancient world. Caesar had ships burned in the harbor to prevent Egyptian reinforcements from coming in. Sparks from a burning ship reached the library of Alexandria and fire broke out. Scrolls containing the original writings of the finest minds in mathematics, science, and philosophy were lost. Many were irreplaceable.56

         “After his successes in Egypt he returned to Rome a conqueror. When a triumphant Caesar met with the senate, he described his victory with a short and still famous phrase: ‘Veni, vidi, vici,’ meaning, ‘I came, I saw, I conquered.’ Many in the senate felt his message could be interpreted to mean his intention was to now rule Rome.

         “Caesar remained enthralled with Cleo. She was not only mesmerizing but was also a ruler of Egypt. She joined him in Rome bearing his young son. Caesar visualized an Egyptian and Roman dynasty beginning. His many opponents in the Senate also saw his intention but with far less enthusiasm. They acted decisively against him, but that’s another story. Hail Caesar! End of history lesson!”

         Virginia smiled at her son then gave a soft, enthusiastic clapping with her gloved hands. Glenda joined her, adding, “Great story! Well told!” Traveler was beaming, his mood was all positive now.

         Suddenly the limo slowed and a shadow passed over it. Then it came to a complete stop as the driver announced, “We have arrived!” The driver slid out and quickly opened the passenger door. He offered a hand first to Virginia, then to Glenda. Traveler, of course, ignored the hand.

         Once all three passengers were outside, they simultaneously looked skyward. “Up” was the instinctive direction to look, the miserable weather had seemed to clear.57

         They immediately saw that above them was a protective umbrella of steel girders supporting a wide overhead street. They heard the quiet vibration of the overhead traffic as it moved slowly on the snowy street. Chicago provided many respites from weather, including elevated bridges. Native Chicagoans knew how to use the overhead protection as they moved below toward their destinations.

         “Mr. M is waiting for you,” announced the driver. “Please follow me.” The driver moved across the parking area toward a building resting a short distance from the overhead street. Snow was continuing to drift down past the protection of the bridge, and the driver advised, “Watch your step please, this could be slippery.”

         As they approached their destination each of them noted that the building was slowly swaying. Now this is weird even for M both teens thought. Virginia was unfazed by the moving building and walked confidently toward it.
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            Chapter 12

            Rollin’ on the River

         

         As the group neared their destination, they confirmed the building was indeed gently swaying. A closer examination presented a majestic houseboat. The front of the boat was an elevated, illuminated curved bow. Christmas lights ran along the rooftop and side rails. Subdued light came through large tinted windows. The effect was a floating jewel.

         The driver stopped in front of the entry ramp and did a small salute by tipping his hat toward a waiting M. “Your guests are here, sir. A word of caution: this snow looks like it’s getting thicker. I’d advise a careful lookout to avoid possible collisions with other party boats.” Exchanging a knowing look with M he added, “I suspect some of the other boaters may overindulge in their spiked eggnog.”

         “Good advice, James, thank you. These are my special guests and I’ll be sure to bring them back nice and dry. None of us want a swim in this freezing 59Michigan water. Now please get yourself a hot dinner, take an evening nap, and we’ll see you back here around midnight.”

         Standing beside the entry ramp to greet them was a tall M, resplendent in formal attire. He welcomed his guests with a broad smile, a short bow, and a wide sweep of his left hand. Extending his right hand to Virginia he said, “Welcome aboard your yacht, Virginia. Are you prepared to see Chicago from a unique travel perspective? Prepare yourself for a special evening.”

         Glancing down at the trailing Glenda and Traveler, he gave a warm greeting. “Welcome young people!” Smiling back Glenda thought, Based on your age M, everyone born in the last five thousand years is a young person.

         Once they were on board, Glenda and Traveler quickly found themselves alone as they saw M leading Virginia toward the beckoning stateroom. Upbeat classical music was coming from hidden speakers inside and out. Both young people were surprised to find that they were enjoying the music from a distant generation.

         Standing outside they immediately noticed the surrounding air was warm, and the falling snow did not land on their heads or shoulders. “How cool is this?” said Glenda. “It’s like being inside, yet we’re still in the wild elements of a Chicago winter. I can 60see the snow coming down over my head, then it just disappears.”

         Traveler nodded, “No need to worry, princess, about your hair getting disturbed. M is using a little modern science to heat this area. He uses overhead blowers to move the snow away; not everything M does runs on magic.”

         Looking about, Traveler walked to the end of the boat. Reaching the stern, he motioned to Glenda to join him. “It’s OK, I’m still in a protected zone all the way back here. M’s equipment is amazing. Join me and enjoy the view.”

         Glenda moved toward him while keeping a watchful eye on the falling snow. Boys have no idea about the work that goes into making our hair look great. All they do is brush theirs back with fingers and let the mirror congratulate them on how great they look.

         Comfortable within the protective science cocoon, Glenda stood beside Traveler. Both looked down the wide expanse of the dark river. They tracked the dark water for many blocks until it made a gentle twist to the right, disappearing between two skyscrapers. M was right, this is a totally different view of Chicago.

         Shifting her gaze and body stance, Glenda leaned over the railing and looked into the surrounding dark water. “Hate to fall in, that water looks like it could be holding icebergs. Hope our ship isn’t named Titanic.”61

         Grinning, Traveler responded, “For sure! I’m in no mood to play Leonardo DiCaprio tonight with my nose pointing into that Lake Michigan wind.” Grinning he added, “Nose frostbite, a scary thought. What I am in the mood for is food. Let’s find out what M has prepared for us.”

         “Lead on Leo, I’m famished. My guess is that whatever our dining feast is, it’s prepared for your mom. She’s the real guest, we’re just two tagalongs.”

         Upon entering the boat’s large stateroom Glenda and Traveler paused to take in the grand interior, it was stunning. They first noticed the room’s size. It offered a variety of areas for functional activities including a dancefloor. They saw the conversation area was easily identified with thick leather seats positioned to look out of wide windows onto the city.

         Floor-to-ceiling glass windows presented a moving diorama of Chicago buildings peeking through the snowy mist. Giant skyscrapers far above the river canal illuminated the dark sky. Many had their windows decorated with holiday images projecting wreaths, elf heads, or a giant Santa. At ground level, streetlamps lit the sidewalks for pedestrians. The effect was a glistening North Pole wonderland Walt Disney would have approved of.

         Looking at the view, Glenda said, “This is magical, I feel like I’m back in Norway. The skyscrapers are like our mountains coming right down to our fields and 62cities. You can imagine the old gods living among us on dark nights.”

         Smiling back, Traveler added, “I believe you have a lot of dark days as well as dark nights in winter. I bet the old gods keep it dark so they can play outside without humans bothering them.”

         “Well, you’re mostly right. During winter we have limited sunlight, maybe six hours if we’re lucky. Our constant snowfalls dim the sunlight even further.”

         “Sounds like Chicago, but more so.” Grinning he continued, “Must be easy to walk into things. I see Norway as a land of skinned knees.” Laughing at the image, Glenda nodded back. She had accumulated her share of falls, bumps, and bruises as an active youngster outside.

         Shifting his gaze from the frigid outside to the inside, Traveler spotted an elegantly covered table with silver chafing dishes. “I see my future: it’s warm and delicious, and telling me to start hunting for my dinner.”

         Giving him a negative headshake, Glenda said, “Slow down mighty hunter, we’ll all eat together.”

         “Ah, my faithful gun bearer. Always present and always quick to give advice. So where are Mom and M?”
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