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Author’s Introduction

	 

	More than 70 stories! That’s what you’re holding in your hands, or looking at on your screen. When I first started writing, I often thought to myself that I’d be lucky to publish one story, and for years, I thought that really was a dream, since I couldn’t sell anything at first, and now here we are more than a quarter of a century later, and I’ve published more than 70 stories, and this doesn’t include all of the novels, and all of the RPG books I’ve written. What a crazy trip it’s been.

	I have to admit that I feel very fortunate, and quite lucky. I never thought I’d still be here all these years later, and yet here we are. The road has been winding and twisting, and often filled with pitfalls. There have been many times that I’ve considered quitting this whole crazy busy, and yet here we are…more than 70 stories later.

	Writing isn’t a career for those that give up easily. At many cons, I’ve been asked what I think makes a successful author, and while I think inherent talent is certainly the most important thing, I think perseverance outweighs everything else. I’ve known many talented writers over the years that have quit the business because they couldn’t handle the rejection, and the constant emotional roller coaster ride of being a writer. And there have been many other writers that might not have as much inherent talent, but they just keep on keeping on. Personally, I think I’m one of these types of writers. Although I might have had some talent when I started, it wasn’t enough to be instantly successful, and some of the early stories in this collection certainly show that. In fact, I’m surprised some of them ever sold, but I decided that rather than polishing them up for this collection, I would show them just as they were written. Maybe this will give you some hope if you’re an aspiring writer. Even someone like me can build some kind of a career…

	There are many authors whose work revolves around one or two themes. When you pick up one of their novels or short stories, you have a pretty good idea of what you’re going to get. This is comfortable, and for many of these writers, they’re able to build hugely successful careers writing about just a few things. I think this is great. I love some of these writers. I, however, am not one of those kinds of writers. The stories you’ll find in this collection are all over the place in what they’re about, what kinds of themes and characters they have. If you’re looking for one or two themes, this isn’t the book for you, but if you want to read explorations all over the science fiction genre, then this just might be what you’re looking for. Sure, there are definitely a few themes that tend to be consistent in my work. For example, you’ll also find my characters are oppressed by government, big corporations, or mental illness. You’ll also find lots of stories centering around dystopias, and of course, environmentalism has always been a big topic for me. But again, you’ll find me going all over the place. There are even a couple of horror stories here, a couple of kids stories, and a dark fantasy story. So, even though I’m predominantly a science fiction writer, I do like to explore other things as well.

	Many years ago, Nomadic Delirium Press released a collection of my stories entitled, Manic Musings of a Maniacal Mind. At that time, it was a collection of everything I’d had published up to that point. When I put the book together, I wrote an introduction that I really liked, so rather than just rehashing everything that I said in that introduction, I just decided to include the entire thing here, and that will be what’s waiting for you as you turn the page, or scroll, or whatever it is you do. Yeah, I’m old. All this new technology stuff still has me confused…odd thing for a science fiction writer to say.

	Hope you enjoy this collection as much as I’ve enjoyed writing the stories…well, most of them. Some of them made my life a living hell, but that’s all part of being a writer.

	 

	                                                J Alan Erwine

	                                                October 17, 2025

	 


Introduction to Manic Musings of a Maniacal Mind

	 

	What you hold in your hands is 21 years of my published stories, but this is far from a complete collection of my short fiction. You see, when I first learned to put a subject and a predicate together is when I actually started writing stories, and that was too many years ago to even think about. Luckily, none of those stories are still in existence.

	I’ve always wanted to be a writer, and I worked and I worked. I submitted, and I was rejected more times than I would care to count, but finally, an editor by the name of James Bruce Baker decided to take a chance on one of my stories, and the rest is history. No, not really, the rest is a lot of hard work and a lot of rejection. The one thing that I always tell aspiring writers is that perseverance will take them a lot further than pure talent. Even the most talented writer will usually be rejected in the early parts of their career, but if you keep trying, you might have success…emphasis on might. No one goes into writing to become famous or to become rich. If they do, they’re insane, because neither is likely to happen. For every author that makes a big name for themselves, there are one hundred thousand of us struggling in the hope of just selling their next story.

	Like I said, I’ve been publishing for 21 years now, and believe me, I don’t live in a luxury mansion. Quite the contrary, my family struggles day to day just to pay the bills. Choosing to be an author isn’t something I would recommend to everyone. The pay sucks, the hours are long, and the work is hard. I’ve held many jobs in my life, and while writing may not be physically the hardest job I’ve ever had, in every other way, it has been the hardest and most challenging job I’ve ever had. Still, there’s no other job I would choose.

	Does that sound insane? Yeah, it probably is. I think you have to be a little insane to want to be an author, and I certainly qualify for that title, as do many of my characters…as you shall see.

	When it comes to writing, I consider myself more of a storyteller than a “writer.” You’re not going to find a lot of purple prose in here, or long descriptions of a sunny day. No, you’re going to be told stories. Many of these stories are dark, looking at mental illness and the oppression of the government or corporations. These are things I feel very attuned to, and they’re the stories I want to write, Still, there are a few fun ones in here that will show I don’t have a completely grim view of humanity or its future…

	A few interesting things about putting together a collection like this is that you get to go back and look at stuff that you may not have seen in over a decade. You also get to look at your development as an author, which in my case seems sporadic. There were stories that I remembered writing that I thought were later in my career because of their quality, but were actually written many years earlier than I thought. There are also a few stories in here that I honestly think the editors must have been high to accept. I thought about excluding those from this collection, but I decided people needed to see the good and the bad, and besides, authors are the worst judges of their own work. Obviously, someone liked those stories, so, I’ll leave it to you the readers to make the final judgement…please be kind.

	Most of these stories are science fiction, although there are a few that wander into other genres. I’ve always identified with science fiction. I’ve been fascinated by science for as long as I can remember, and after seeing Star Wars and 2001: A Space Odyssey, my love for sf started to grow. I then started reading Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein, and at that point, my addiction was complete. Much of my early work was influenced heavily by the SF of the 50’s, and sometimes it shows a little too much. Over time, I started reading other authors, and their influence began to show in my work. However, I don’t see myself as the next anyone. I am simply me, a guy with a slightly skewed view of the world that has now been publishing science fiction short stories for more than two decades.

	I hope you enjoy this collection, and I hope to be releasing an even longer version in another two decades.

	 

	J Alan Erwine

	May 27th, 2018

	 

	 

	 


Trek for Life

	 

	A blinding flash of lightning briefly lit up the night sky, as the blizzard continued to rage just outside the cabin of the small transport shuttle. Inside, the concerned faces of the three crew members were riveted on instruments confused by the ionic flare-up outside.

	“It’s no good, Captain. All communications with Hawking Station are out,” Endrick Admundson said, with a quiver in his voice. Endrick was the communications officer aboard the Red Cloud, primary transport vessel between Hawking Station and Sagan Station.

	Captain Mandora Ellis glared over his shoulder at the communications officer. He didn’t like the fear he’d heard in the young man’s voice. He was about to say something to the lanky officer, when he realized he was pulling at the ends of his mustache, a bad habit he’d picked up at the Academy and now showed itself whenever he became nervous.

	“Keep trying, Lieutenant, and stop worrying. Commander Lafayette and I have flown through worse than this before.”

	Commander Trivall Lafayette cast a surprised look to his right, at the man sitting in the captain’s seat. He could remember flying through some bad storms before, but never one like the one that was raging just outside the windows. In the five years he’d lived on Vega 5, he’d never seen an ionic snow storm as violent as this one.

	“Captain, I still can’t get the transponder working,” he said regarding the captain with concern. In all the years Trivall had known Captain Mandora Ellis, he’d never seen him scared, but what he saw in the man’s face at that moment could only be described as sheer terror.

	“Keep working at it, Lafayette. We might need it.”

	Trivall and Endrick both paused in mid-action, and looked at each other in surprise. They were both aware of the possibility of a crash, but neither had expected to hear the captain express their fears. If either man felt relief at the revelation, he kept it to himself.

	“Captain,” Trivall said after a few minutes of fiddling with controls. “It’s no use. The transponder’s dead.”

	“Damn it to hell!” Captain Mandora Ellis screamed, slamming his fist into the panel. “No transponder, no communications, what else could go wrong?”

	As if in answer to his question, the cabin door slid open and one of the crew members poked her head in. “Captain, the passengers are getting nervous. What should I tell them?”

	“Tell them to sit tight, and we’ll get them home as soon as we can,” Captain Ellis shouted. His face, red as the reddest fires of Hell, contrasted sharply with the white of his hair.

	“Yes, sir,” the woman said as the door panel closed behind her. The three cabin officers were so concerned with keeping the ship on course, they didn’t even realize which of their crew had come in.

	“I’m picking up a heavy ion concentration two kilometers distant,” Trivall said, taking manual control of the small shuttle. “I’m going to make a course correction to steer around it.”

	Just as he started to make the correction, the cabin was lit by a fiery brilliance that blinded all three men. It took everyone a few seconds to realize that the earsplitting screeching, and flashing red slicing through the cabin were the cries of a ship in its final death throes.

	“Jesus, we’re hit!” Trivall shouted. Hands grasped at controls. “Attempting to stabilize! It’s no good! All engines are out! Maneuvering’s out!”

	“Prepare for crash landing!” Captain Ellis screamed over the intercom, a small vein trying to pulse its way out of his temple. “Ten seconds to impact.”

	*

	Endrick awoke to a warm flow of blood running down his hawk like nose. The pounding in his head reminded him of the powwow music he’d heard as a child in Earth history class. A groan from in front of him snapped him back to reality. Captain Ellis’ prone form lay across the control panel like a fish just before it’s gutted. Next to the captain, Trivall was clutching his head. His long straight, blonde hair matted with blood.

	“Is everyone all right?” Endrick managed to ask, even though the effort made him gasp as he felt his ribs press against his lungs.

	“All right is a relative term at this point,” Trivall replied. “My head seems to be cut, but other than that, I think I’m okay. I’m going to try and restore emergency power, so we don’t freeze to death. Mandora, you still with us?”

	“Yeah, but I think my leg’s broken.” There was a gasp of pain as he tried to move. “Yeah, it’s broken. Endrick, go below deck and check on things. As soon as the doctor’s able, I’d like to see him up here.”

	“Yes, sir,” Endrick stood and walked out of the cabin, holding his side the whole time. His long and lanky form strode with the confidence of an officer, but the pain in his face revealed true suffering.

	“Too bad,” Captain Ellis muttered.

	“What’s that?” Trivall asked as he attempted to override systems whose wiring had been fused.

	“I was just thinking. It’s the kid’s first mission and he’s going to die. It might be the quickest promotion to Senior Grade Lieutenant ever.

	Trivall was taken aback by the captain’s bluntness. The older man’s features were weathered by years of experience, and his pain only accentuated them. “Mandora, no one’s going to die. Why would you, of all people, say something like that?” Trivall had spent many years serving with Mandora Ellis. They had faced more challenges than most others in the Agency. Not once in all that time had Trivall seen his superior give up like he was obviously doing now.

	“Come on, Trivall, you’ve been in the Agency long enough to know the odds. Communications are scrambled all across the planet. We don’t have a transponder. Almost all of the ship’s systems have been fused, and this weather’s expected to last another week. How’s anyone going to find us?”

	Trivall stared back at Mandora through deep, blue eyes. It was a fighting look, one the captain had seen many times before. Trivall was not the type of man to give up without a fight, and the captain, his long-time friend knew it.

	“As soon as we get the passengers taken care of and the doctor looks at you and Endrick, I’m going to walk to Hawking Station.”

	“What?!” the captain said. “It’ll take two days in these conditions, at least. Even in a suit, you couldn’t make it. It won’t last more than 12 hours. What are you going to do after that, pray to some ancient god that you don’t freeze to death in the sub-zero temps.?”

	The insult to Trivall’s religion was a sharp and unnecessary blow, his disdain for the comment clearly evident in the dark shadow that crossed over his pale face. The captain quickly apologized, but the damage had already been done. “Mandora, if I don’t do this, we’re all going to find out if your narrow-minded, atheistic ideals are right or not.”

	The captain grimaced with pain. “If I’m right,” he said, forcing a smile. “We’ll just be a bunch of popsicles waiting for burial, and there won’t be any afterlife.” They had had more discussions about religion during their years together than either would ever want to remember. But Mandora’s smile disappeared before Trivall’s stern gaze.

	“We don’t have time for debates on theology, Mandora. I’m doing this, and that’s all there is to it.”

	“All right,” Mandora conceded to his suddenly stoic friend. “If you’re going, you’re taking the kid with you.”

	Trivall gasped at the suggestion. “Mandy, he’s got a broken rib. Surely even your old eyes can see that. What good is Endrick going to be to me if I have to carry him? At least if I’m alone, I’ve got a chance. With him, I’m dead. . .we’re all dead.”

	“If there are two of you, you might do better. You can encourage each other to go on. The doctor can brace the rib and pump him so full of meds he won’t be able to feel anything.”

	“Captain, you’ll be sending him to his death,” Trivall said with grave concern, not just for Endrick, but for himself as well. He considered continuing his protest, but when he saw Mandora was wearing his “I’m the boss look,” he knew it was useless to argue any longer. “If you’re going to do it, at least let him volunteer, and don’t give him too many meds. If he has to die, let him do it with his eyes open and his mind fully cognizant of what’s going on.”

	And so it was decided. When Endrick returned, he volunteered for what everyone thought would be a suicide mission.

	*

	From inside the cabin, Mandora Ellis watched the two, thermal-suited figures walk off into the billowing snow of the tumultuous blizzard. He shook his head in amazement at their courage. A flash of lightning blinded him. When his eyes cleared, Trivall and Endrick were obscured by the storm. Captain Ellis again shook his head in amazement.

	*

	The snow eddied and flowed with a life all its own as the cold wind bit at the skin of the two crew mates. It was a cold that neither had ever felt before. Even with the heat generated by their suits, they could feel the cold creeping into their bones.

	“Keep your heater and life support on low,” Trivall’s tinny voice echoed over the com. “That away we can hopefully maintain enough suit energy to make it. We’ll take turns signaling to Hawking, every fifteen minutes. How’re the ribs?”

	“A little stiff, but I’m sure they’ll work themselves out,” Endrick said.

	The words sent Trivall on a journey back in time. His subconscious quickly grabbing the words and sending a flood of memories into his conscious mind.

	*

	Trivall stared up at the red cliffs all around him, his mind wondering what ancient river had carved such magnificent structures. He lay stretched out across a raft floating on the man-made river that now ran through the ancient Martian canyon. On the other side of the raft was his father, who gave his 12 year-old son a warm smile as he drifted towards wakefulness. “You’ve been asleep for almost an hour. I thought you were going to try and sleep through the rapids.”

	Trivall laughed his boyish laugh. “Of course not, Dad.” There was no way he was going to miss this. He and his dad had been planning this trip for a year now, and nothing was going to keep him from enjoying it to its fullest. Just then, he saw the mist rising, which marked the beginnings of the most renowned rapids on the planet. He could feel the anticipation building inside of him as he watched the mist dance in the distance.

	Excitement grabbed his heart as the mist began to spray against his face. For months now, he’d been teasing his friends at school about this trip. He’d told them about all the brave and exciting things he and his dad were going to do together. Little did he know how short-lived the excitement would be.

	He awoke on the banks of the mighty river, his dad staring down at him. “For a minute, I thought I’d lost you,” his dad said. “You swallowed a lot of water, and I think you broke a couple of ribs smashing into that boulder.”

	Slowly, the pieces began to fall together. Trivall remembered flying into the rapids at breakneck speeds. They’d only gone a few hundred meters when Trivall was pitched from the raft. He spun in the air, slamming into a boulder, knocking the air out of him, while the bone cracking pain of the impact knocked him unconscious. Apparently his dad had pulled him from the tumultuous water before he could drown.

	“How’re the ribs?” his father asked with obvious concern.

	“A little stiff, but I’m sure they’ll work themselves out,” he answered, trying desperately to hide the pain.

	At his answer, his dad smiled with pride.

	*

	Everywhere Trivall looked, he saw white. Even the occasional blinding flash of lightning was white. It was just a monotonous, ever-present white. Everywhere. Now I know why isolation’ll drive people crazy, he thought. He and Endrick had been walking for over fifteen hours now, and there had been no let up in the storm.

	“Trivall, I’m having trouble breathing,” Endrick said over the com, in obvious panic. “I don’t think I can make it.” It was almost a sob.

	Trivall turned and walked back towards the blue thermal suit that was Endrick Admundson. At least it’s not white, he thought.

	It was obvious the young man was in trouble; his gait was erratic and his eyes couldn’t fix on anything, which didn’t surprise Trivall. He couldn’t see how his own eyes and mind could continue to take in the monotonous white.

	“Come on, Endrick,” he said. “Get your focus back. Try to focus on something besides the pain.” He grasped the arm of Endrick’s suit.

	“I can’t,” came the reply.

	The pain in the voice told all; Endrick was suffering horribly.

	“Endrick, listen to me,” Trivall found himself saying in a compassionate tone, although he wasn’t sure how much compassion he could convey over the suit’s radio. “Endrick, I need you. I can’t go on by myself. We need each other’s strength to make it.”

	“I can’t.”

	It was a pitiful wail, one that reminded Trivall of a cat he’d once had. The cat had made the same sound as it died. Trivall was well aware that without the small talk and encouragement they’d been sharing, he’d be dead before the day was over. Somehow, he had to get Endrick to continue, but how do you get a man to go on when he’s sure he’s going to die? Where does the strength to go on come from?

	“You have to!” Trivall pleaded. “If you don’t keep going, I’m as good as dead, and so are those people on the shuttle. You have to keep going. . .for everyone’s sake.”

	Endrick looked into Trivall’s face and saw his earnest expression. “You’re right,” he said. “I do have an obligation. . .to everyone. . .If I’m going to die, it’ll be better to do it closer to the station. . .” He took a painful breath. “Let’s go.”

	Trivall saw Endrick’s painful grimace give way to a look of determination. He smiled at his new-found friend, offering the young man his hand, helping him on his way.

	The miles continued to pass on beneath their ever-tiring legs. Minutes dragged into hours, neither man knowing how far they’d walked, or how much longer they had to travel. As the miles continued to accumulate, Trivall began to think thoughts that had been suppressed somewhere, he didn’t know where, but he wished they’d stayed there. One, more than any of the others, frightened him. It had shaken his world.

	*

	He was 18 years old, standing by his mother’s bed; her gaunt features stared up at him in sorrow. The doctors had no idea what was wrong with her. The only thing they were sure of was that she was dying, and she didn’t have much longer.

	“Why weren’t you ever home?” his mother pleaded. “For years now, I’ve hardly seen you. You’re always off running around with those friends of yours. You’re up to no good.”

	“Mother,” Trivall said, exasperated, “I’m busy with school. I don’t have time to be home that often.”

	“Your father died because you were gone so much. You didn’t even care enough to come home for the funeral.”

	“Jesus, mom, we’ve been through this a million times. I was on Calisto. I didn’t find out dad had even died until two days after the funeral. I couldn’t make it back in time.”

	With glaring bitterness, she looked up at him. “If you’d been home,” she said, wheezing slightly, “we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

	“Damn you,” he said as he felt a tear tracing its way down his cheek. He stared out the window, trying to avoid looking at his dying mother. His eyes falling upon the red sands of his home world. He followed those sands to the horizon, where he saw a double star rising, the double star that had been man’s birthplace. A world killed by its own creations.

	He stared at the dead ash of a planet for more than ten minutes. Finally, his eyes found their way back to the skeletal figure that was his mother. She wasn’t breathing. Trivall’s mind began to race. How long ago? Why hadn’t he been paying attention? Could he have saved her if he’d been paying attention?

	He only knew the answer to the last question. Something deep within his mind told him that, yes, he could have saved her, if only he’d been paying attention. How he knew this, he couldn’t say. His mind just told him that his inattention and anger had killed his mother. 

	*

	Another tear traced its way down Trivall’s much older cheek. All around him, the snow was dancing in its chaotic and frightening rhythm. He could almost hear the snow and wind laughing at his misery. It was as if the wind and snow knew that no man could survive their ferocity, and maybe they were right. Endrick was walking next to him, apparently lost within his own reverie.

	Is this what all men do as they’re preparing to die? He asked himself. Stop it! That kind of thinking was deadly. He couldn’t give up hope. As long as he had strength left in his body, he’d continue on.

	“Endrick, how’re you doing?”

	There was silence for several seconds. Finally, Endrick responded, “Alive.” The answer was simple, but spoke the absolute truth of the moment. Both men were alive, which was more than Trivall had honestly expected when they set out on this mission. He knew there could only be a few more hours of walking, so he let his mind slip back in time once again.

	*

	He was lying in Sandra’s arms, gently stroking her baby soft cheek. “I love you,” he said. And it was the absolute truth. She was the one true love of his life; never had he met a woman that could so charm every aspect of his being. Sandra had enthralled not only his mind and soul, but his heart and body as well.

	“I know.”

	Trivall laughed at her simple reply. It was just like her. She had a flare for simplicity, even though her mind was the most complex part of her being.

	“Will you. . .” He stopped in mid-sentence. It was the one question he wanted to ask her more than any other, but, at the same time, the overwhelming fear that welled up inside him every time he thought about it, always stopped him.

	“Will I what?” she asked with obvious anticipation as she brushed the long locks of hair from her face.

	“Nothing,” he answered. He knew he loved her, and he knew he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. So why can’t I ask her to marry me?

	“Don’t give me that crap, Trivall. You had a question. Now, ask me, or I’m leaving.”

	He decided it was time to take the leap. It was time to really commit. So he was quite surprised when he heard the words, “I was going to ask you to hold me closer.”

	Was that my voice? Why in the hell did I say that?

	Sandra frowned at him. “Of course I will,” she said with little emotion.

	Being next to her, he felt such an overwhelming warmth. It was a warmth like none he’d ever felt before.

	*

	Warmth? How could he be warm? He was walking in the middle of a blizzard. It didn’t make any sense, yet he felt warm. Slowly, Trivall opened his eyes. The snow was blowing at a very odd angle. He swiveled his helmeted head to get a better look. There was snow on all sides of him. He was in the snow!

	Endrick’s suited form loomed into Trivall’s field of view. “Trivall, get up,” he heard over the com.

	He tried, but his joints were unable to answer the urgent cries of his brain. Panic gripped his heart in a steely vice. He couldn’t move. . .even drawing a breath proved difficult.

	My god, I’m dying! His mind screamed in panic. Again he tried to rise, but he couldn’t.

	“Trivall, get up,” Endrick urgently called again.

	“I can’t,” he managed to reply in a voice that sounded too weak to be his own.

	*

	Endrick looked down at his new friend and saw the truth in his words. Trivall’s suit had given out more than ten minutes earlier. Without the minimal warmth the suit provided, Trivall couldn’t survive the sub-zero temperatures. Endrick knew if it hadn’t been for Trivall’s tenacity, he would have died in the snow the day before. He wished he could do something for Trivall, but nothing could be done. His only option was to go on and hope that when he reached Hawking Station, they’d be able to send someone out to save Trivall, but he knew that wasn’t likely. He knew Trivall was going to die.

	“Trivall, listen to me,” Endrick said in a tone that showed the control he was forcing into his voice. “I’m going to go on ahead. When I reach Hawking, I’ll send someone to rescue you.”

	Trivall offered his hand to Endrick, who quickly grasped it. Endrick could see that Trivall was fully aware of what was going to happen to him.

	“Go, my friend,” Trivall said, his voice weakening. “Get help for everyone on the shuttle.”

	Endrick returned the smile and started on his way, not looking back.

	*

	Trivall watched the receding form and nodded his head in understanding. There was a reason for this—there always was. He just had to find solace in the fact that he had helped save fifteen other people. He smiled to himself as the cold began to take hold of his beaten and battered body. Then, he let himself fall asleep.

	*

	Endrick stared out the window of the infirmary. His body was bandaged in the numerous places where his suit had failed. The pain from the damage was numbed by the feeling that he had just met a great man. Nothing would ever be able to take away the lessons he’d learned from Trivall Lafayette. He’d learned a great deal about courage and death, but most of all, he’d learned about life.

	 

	 

	 


The Lives of Billions

	 

	“What do you mean, we’re not going to tell anyone?” Christina shouted across the room, rising from her chair to glare at the coordinator.

	Jerrod Asland shook his head. “Calm down, Christina. We can’t tell anyone,” he said in a low voice, glancing towards the doors of the small room they were in.

	“It’s life, Jerrod. We have to tell Earth.” Christina’s green eyes flashed with energy, and with the way she flailed her arms in her passionate plea, her shoulder length black hair almost seemed to take on a life of its own.

	Jerrod ran his hands through his thinning hair. He seemed to be losing more of it now that he’d been sent to the floor of Valles Marineris to lead the archaeological expedition. “Listen, Christine. I’m going to explain this to you once, and when I’m done, you will do exactly what I told you to do…keep your mouth shut.”

	Christina glared at him.

	“The terraforming mission has been going on for six months,” he said. “If Earth finds out we’ve found life here, they might stop the terraforming. We can’t afford that.”

	“Please, Jerrod, don’t give me that Earth’s in danger crap. They put themselves in the spot they’re in. You want to make this planet another Earth so the teeming masses can come here and ruin it as well.”

	“Christina, I wasn’t going to insult you by trying to explain that to you, but listen to me. This discovery is minor. It’s microbial life at one of the lowest points on the planet. There probably isn’t any other life anywhere.”

	“Probably?”

	“Almost certainly,” he said in exasperation. “Do we have a right to destroy the progress of humanity for the sake of a few microbes?”

	Christina glared at him. She wouldn’t answer.

	“Besides,” he continued, “the terraforming might not even affect this area.”

	She laughed. “Jerrod, where do you think the atmosphere will start to thicken first? Right here. That’ll be the end of the microbes.”

	“You don’t know that for sure.”

	“I’m more certain of it than you are of this being the only place with life.”

	Jerrod paused for several seconds. He didn’t like where this argument was going. “It doesn’t matter, Christina. I’ve made up my mind. This discovery does not leave this room. You don’t even tell the other scientists. Is that clear?”

	She glared at him without answering.

	“I’d hate to have to send you back to Earth.”

	Jerrod watched as Christina took several deep breaths, obviously trying to calm herself. “It doesn’t leave this room,” she said through clenched teeth.

	Jerrod nodded and left.

	*

	A dust storm blew into the grand fracture, obscuring vision and clogging nearly every mechanical device the humans had brought with them. The small microbes, really nothing more than bacteria, which Christina had discovered were oblivious to the storm. It was only natural to them. Bacillus martianus, as Christina had begun to call them, were occasionally moved about by the mighty dust storms, but as long as they didn’t leave the confines of the slightly thicker air of the depths of Valles Marineris, they were fine. If they left those depths, it would mean their deaths, but were they aware of this?

	*

	“The arrogance!” Christina shouted, hurling the pillow at the head of her bed.

	“You okay, Christina?” Vladi Berzin asked from the other side of the room.

	“No…yes…who the hell knows?”

	Vladi approached her with slow steps, his sharp blue eyes watching Christina’s hands, obviously worried she might start throwing something again. She’d already torn apart the base’s kitchen and had now moved into the crew quarters.

	“Is there anything I can do to help?”

	Christina glared at Vladi, but her harsh eyes quickly gave way. “I wish there was, Vladi, but I can’t say anything.”

	Vladi nodded and smiled. “This wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with our chief, Jerrod, would it?”

	Christina began to feel her blood boil again. She liked Vladi. She liked his boyish looks and his light sense of humor, but at the moment, she felt like strangling him.

	“I see,” he said. “By the way you’re staring at my throat, I would say I was right.”

	Christina let out a short laugh, despite her efforts to hold it in. She nodded. “He’s an ass, and if I say anything, I’m on the next ship back to Earth.”

	Vladi smiled. “I know you, Christina. You wouldn’t be tearing this place apart if this weren’t important. Might it be worth deportation?”

	Christina thought about it. This was probably the most important discovery mankind had ever made. Could she seriously keep it to herself? What kind of scientist would that make her? Then again, how could she go back to Earth? Back to the crowds? She’d be the laughing stock of her family. They’d told her she wouldn’t be able to cut it on the red planet. But of course, they’d be wrong. She’d be a hero to some, but she knew most of the solar system would hate her for destroying what they wanted Mars to be. Of course, she could be misjudging the human race. All she knew was that she had to do something. But she didn’t want to leave Mars. The red sands had crawled their way into her blood.

	“It might be worth it, Vladi, but I don’t know.”

	Vladi smiled again. “Do you know what always helps me make a big decision?”

	Christina shook her head. She doubted whether Vladi had ever had to make this kind of decision. Nobody had ever had to make this kind of decision.

	“A walk on the surface always helps me.”

	Christina laughed again. “I don’t know if you’ve looked outside lately, Vladi, but the valley’s in the midst of a dust storm.”

	Vladi shrugged.

	*

	Half a meter below the surface of Mars, the bacteria and algae-like creatures found they weren’t alone. Again, it’s difficult to say whether they were aware of the existence of other creatures, but their awareness isn’t necessarily that important. Under the surface, small groups of the bacteria-like creatures joined together to form colonies. They weren’t much more intelligent than the single-celled lifeforms, but they were more capable. Every once in a while, a large sandstorm would blow through Valles Marineris, exposing these small colonies. There had never been anyone there to see them, but that all changed in one day.

	*

	Christina couldn’t see anything. Sand blew everywhere in the Martian winds. The airlock had informed her that the winds were howling at close to 100 KPH, but in the low air pressure, it was never as strong as she expected. Using the guidance computer in her suit, she began to walk towards the north wall, which was less than a kilometer from the archaeological base. The darkness of the valley wasn’t as recognizable as usual. She’d only been at the station for six months, but she was already growing tired of the sandstorms. If she listened closely, she thought she could hear the fine powder jamming the joints of her suit, but she knew it was only her imagination.

	She continued to walk, only pausing long enough to ask the base’s computer to pipe some classical music into her suit. She loved listening to Mozart as she walked on the surface. As she approached the valley wall, which she knew would tower above her to a point where she wouldn’t be able to see the top if she could even see the wall, she stopped. The storm had died down enough to let her see the surface, and there it was.

	She pulled out her handheld and began to survey the small object at her feet. She’d seen rocks of all the types Mars had to offer, but this was like nothing she’d seen before. She turned on her helmet lamp and cast the bright white light at the structure. It moved. It was only a slight movement, but she knew she’d seen it. Just then, the computer chimed over her com system. It had finished its analysis.

	Life. There could be no doubt. Not just any life, but organized life. It was nothing more than a colony of smaller microbial structures, but for her, it was so much more than just a colony of microbial structures. She took several more scans before she raced back to the base.

	*

	The small colonies of creatures dwelling below the surface had never had the opportunity to evolve any further. The inhospitable climate of the planet kept them living in a confined area. They couldn’t dwell more than one hundred meters above the floor of Valles Marineris. The creatures had no idea they couldn’t climb any higher. Perhaps some had tried and failed, but would any of the remaining creatures have been aware of this?

	*

	“Now what do you think?” Christina asked Jerrod, pointing at the monitor on his wall. “A lot more than microbial life, wouldn’t you say?”

	Jerrod seemed to ignore her question. “Do you think these things could live anywhere other than here?”

	Christina paused. She already had a good idea of where this discussion was going. “Probably not,” she finally said.

	“So, let me guess,” Jerrod said without looking at her. “You’d like me to tell everyone on Earth about this discovery. You’d like me to jeopardize the terraforming mission for these things.”

	“Damn it, Jerrod. It’s life. You’re supposed to be a scientist. Doesn’t this mean anything to you?”

	Jerrod sighed. “Christina, this might be a momentous discovery, but in the grand scheme of the human picture, it doesn’t mean anything.”

	“Damn it, don’t you care about science anymore?”

	“Of course I care. I just have different priorities than you.”

	Christina leaned across his desk. “Don’t you think the discovery of life in the universe could change humanity, maybe even for the better? Did you ever think that maybe this small discovery, as you’ve referred to it, could even get the people of Earth to save their planet?”

	Jerrod didn’t answer her. He just stared at her for several long seconds.

	“Fujisaki/Jones owns you, don’t they?” she asked, referring to the Earth-based company that was bankrolling the eventual colonization of Mars.

	“You’re not to tell anyone about this,” he said, pointing towards the door.

	*

	Far up on the main surface of Mars, miles and miles above the floor of Valles Marineris, the terraforming was progressing rapidly. All over the surface, small factories did nothing but belch greenhouse chemicals into the atmosphere. Eventually this would thicken the atmosphere, before they brought comets in to supply more water and hopefully a little oxygen. To the humans, the changes in the atmosphere were barely measurable, but to the small ecosystem running the length of Valles Marineris, the atmosphere was beginning to thicken to a point that would soon be toxic. Already the weakest of the various species had begun to die off. Their only hope was to evolve fast enough to cope. That is, if they were capable of hope.

	*

	“Vladi, I need your help,” Christina said. “Do you still have friends working in the station on the rim?”

	“Of course,” Vladi said with a wide smile. “I have friends everywhere.”

	Christina smiled and thought for a few seconds. “How about on Phobos?”

	“Sure,” Vladi said slowly. He was obviously wondering where she was headed with the strange questions.

	Christina thought she knew, but was afraid to enlist Vladi’s aid, afraid for him, but she had to have help. “I need to send a signal to your friends on the rim, and have them patch it through to Phobos to be broadcast throughout the solar system.”

	Vladi let out a long whistle. “And let me guess, you don’t want Jerrod to know about this?”

	“No,” she answered. She stared into his deep blue eyes, noticing for the first time the light gray flecks. “It’s also important that none of the execs with F/J find out before the broadcast goes out.”

	Vladi whistled again. “You don’t ask for much, do you? Can I at least ask what this is about?”

	Christina shook her head. “You have to be naïve. I’m sorry Vladi, but you have to find out with everyone else. I don’t trust many people on Mars anymore, and I have a feeling some of them are going to want to do some very nasty things to me when this comes out. If they know you’re involved…”

	Vladi nodded. “Give me three hours, but if you want to keep Jerrod out of this, you’re going to have to broadcast from outside the base. He could block anything else you did, and I have a feeling he’s going to be looking for your security codes.”

	“Wouldn’t I have to use my codes outside too? Couldn’t he block that?”

	Vladi smiled. “I guess we’ll just have to give you new codes and have you transmit direct. As long as you stay away from the base com systems, he can’t block your transmission, probably not even with your regular codes.”

	*

	If the microbes and colonies were able to think on a high enough level, they probably would have wanted to build a monument to honor Christina. She was going to make the effort to save them. Who knows? Maybe they built her a statue.

	*

	Jerrod glared at her from across the desk. “I hope you’re happy.”

	Christina nodded. Jerrod’s small office was filled with the red dust of Mars. Christina hadn’t bothered to get out of her suit before she presented herself to Jerrod. Once she’d sent the message, she’d sat out on the cold sand for three hours, waiting to see if anyone would come after her. No one did.

	“Because of you, Earth has ordered the terraforming stopped; and they’ve ordered me back to Earth.”

	Christina shrugged. Outside the door to Jerrod’s office, she could hear the yelling of the scientists as they celebrated. At least she had friends here.

	“Terraforming may have been the last chance to save the people on Earth. Were the lives of billions worth what you did?”

	“Yes, they were,” she said, standing to leave.

	When she reached the door, Jerrod stopped her. “Christina, it’s not safe for you here anymore. I doubt it’s safe on Earth either. You might want to think about heading somewhere else.”

	She’d already decided to head for the Belt. They wouldn’t care about her decision, but she knew billions of creatures on Mars would care, if they were capable of it, which someday Christina hoped they would be.

	 

	 

	 


Lowering One’s Self Before Fate

	 

	Death can come in many forms, none of them pleasant, but sometimes they can be welcome.

	Before I really get into the story, it’s important for me to let you, the reader, know that this is not my story. I found this story downloaded into my AI’s memory banks early one morning and have never quite figured out where it came from. I know who, or what, supposedly sent it, but as you shall see, the story is difficult to believe, or at least it’s one I don’t want to believe. I can therefore only take credit as editor of the story. It is also important to note that the author of this story was not privy to details I know of, and was also apparently writing for an audience that would understand everything he was saying. I wanted to keep the text in its original form; therefore, I have annotated the text as necessary. Again, the words are not mine, although I might like to take credit for them.

	*

	Much has been made of the Kira Len Massacre. I was neither a witness to, nor am I an expert on the Kira Len Massacre, at least not exactly, but I do have a special knowledge that I feel should help illuminate the details of that massacre and the events leading up to it. Most importantly, I can answer the questions as to what happened after the massacre.

	Kira Len1 had been a peaceful colony at the outskirts of the Orion Empire2. It was a colony that lived by Tao and wanted nothing more than to be left to its own devices3.

	The Taoist peace Kira Len had formed was destroyed the day Epsilon Eridani 24 gave up control of its outlying systems to the Corlani, a barely corporeal species that distrusted all beings that lived entirely in what we know as the physical universe. Humankind was yet to discover how to access that area beyond our universe, although theories had existed for centuries, possibly since before Homo Sapiens Sapiens.

	It’s intriguing that the Corlani first came to Kira Len, for the Taoist people of Kira Len were the closest of all humankind to finding their way into that area beyond our universe.

	My story begins two days before the Corlani fleet moved into orbit around Kira Len. My story begins with the Emperor Shen Li and his advisor Quon Soo. Emperor Li was frugal as a leader, and a man of many years, how many I’ve never been sure of, but I do that he never seemed as old as he was. He was bald by choice and had powerful gray eyes. Most importantly, as the physical did not matter to Shen Li, he was an emperor that led by being led, as was the way of Tao.

	“What will we do if they come here?” Soo asked his emperor.

	“It’s not if they will come, my friend, for it is certain that they will come.”

	“Then what will we do?”

	“We shall lower ourselves before them.”

	The Emperor’s aide frowned. “These are not humans. These are Corlani.”

	“And they cannot understand the way of Tao?”

	Soo stuttered several times, his face growing pale. As he tried to form words, Emperor Li stared out the window at the distant Meng Mountains. His gaze drifted down the lofty snow covered peaks and fell across the fields at the foot of the mountains. He allowed his gaze to trace its way across the plains, drifting across the walls of the city, across the rooftops of the small huts until his gaze rested on the people in the courtyard, the people he was subject to. Many of them were engaged in their daily practice of Tai-chi. Emperor Li watched the graceful movements, admiring the different forms being used. Finally, he allowed his gaze to rest upon a small boy engaged in the Wu style. The boy was just about to embrace the tiger5 when Soo shook the Emperor.

	“Are you alright?”

	The Emperor smiled. “Quite. I was just watching the boy,” he said, pointing out the window. “And remembering my youth.”

	“What about the Corlani?”

	“What about them?”

	Soo shook his head and wrung his hands. “They will be here within months. I’m certain of it.”

	“Then we should make preparations,” the Emperor said, rising from the pillow he’d been sitting on.

	Soo’s face brightened.

	Emperor Li clapped his hands together. “We shall have a feast in their honor when they arrive.”

	Soo’s expression fell. He shook his head. There didn’t seem to be anything else to do.

	I feel it’s important to interrupt my narrative at this point to make certain that the reader understands that Emperor Li was not naïve, nor was he stupid, nor was he crazy. He was doing what his Taoist heart told him he should. As I’ve tried to point out, the intentions of the Corlani were not known6. Emperor Li had to assume they were friendly. If they weren’t, he’d follow the advice of Lao Tzu7 and not advance an inch, but rather retreat a foot. He needed to be sure that his was the grieving side. It would be the only way to assure victory.

	Emperor Li began to make preparations, but even he was surprised by the arrival of the Corlani just two days after his conversation with Soo. The Corlani city-state sized ships moved into orbit, twenty of them, more than what Soo felt was necessary for a greeting or for an ambassadorial detachment to a human dinner party. To Soo, it looked like an invasion fleet8.

	Emperor Li seemed to feel the same way. He was much more nervous than usual, always active, instead of just being. The Corlani didn’t come down right away. They’d arrived before noon, but none of the inhabitants of Kira Len had yet seen a Corlani as the sun began to set behind the Meng Mountains. Emperor Li watched as the orange globe of the sun lit the snow-covered peaks with fire, a fire that the rock of the mountains would eventually extinguish. As the first stars began to sparkle in the waning light, Emperor Li and his advisor noticed one of the twinkling lights was moving, slowly descending against the blackening sky. It could only mean one thing. The Corlani were coming.

	Emperor Li took a deep breath. “I suppose we should prepare ourselves.”

	Soo nodded. Words were difficult. Finally, he managed to mumble, “How?”

	The Emperor laughed. “That’s a good question, my friend. As I think about it, a feast doesn’t seem appropriate for beings that have crossed part way into the universe beyond.”

	Soo nodded again as he watched the twinkling light of the landing craft. Something was wrong, but Soo wasn’t sure what it was. “I suppose we should just be prepared to lower ourselves before them.”

	“We will make a master of you yet, my friend. Soon you will understand Non-Ado, and you will value nothing, and therefore value everything.”

	Soo nodded yet again. Taoism was wonderful and he wanted to understand, but sometimes he felt as though the Emperor and others like him had lost their grounding in the real world. “What if they ask us to leave, or tell us to leave?”

	The Emperor smiled. He did not answer, and Soo knew he wouldn’t.

	Over the next hour, the landing craft grew from a small point of light to a recognizable structure. It was a perfectly symmetrical sphere with protuberances. Each protrusion was matched on the opposite side of the sphere. The craft also glowed with a golden light. Soo thought this was unnatural, most likely a way of impressing some of the more backwards alien cultures9.

	Once the craft had landed, a small door irised open and the Corlani emerged. It was obvious to all of the onlookers that the Corlani were forcing their energies to present a corporeal form, but they certainly didn’t look humanoid. To Emperor Li and the others, they looked like giant dandelion seeds, only rather than being white; they were streaked with gold, silver, and crimson. They floated in the air, not seeming to be in a hurry. This pleased the citizens of Kira Len, but still Soo felt uneasy. There was still something he couldn’t put his finger on.

	Emperor Li went down to his knees and bowed before the dandelion seeds. Once his head was within inches of the cold plasti-concrete of the landing field, the others in the welcoming contingent went to their knees and bowed.

	“Welcome to Kira Len,” Emperor Li said, not looking up.

	“Thank you, Emperor Li,” a voice said, although Soo couldn’t tell which creature was speaking. It seemed as if the voice had spoken within his head. “But please, you must all rise. We are not your rulers, gods, or conquerors. We come as kindred intellects.”

	Emperor Li nodded to Soo, who rose to his feet. The others in the crowd followed suit. Once they were all standing, Emperor Li rose. “We had planned a feast in your honor, but that suddenly seems inappropriate.”

	“Yes, Emperor, that would be inappropriate, but please, feast in honor of yourselves. We cannot attend, but this is a day for celebrating.”

	“You will not honor us with your presence?” Soo suddenly asked. He hadn’t meant to, but the words seemed to force their way out of his mouth.

	“No. Forcing our life energies into these confining forms is tedious. We will return to our ships shortly.”

	Soo finally knew what was bothering him. He decided that he’d already spoken out of turn once, so one more time wouldn’t hurt, but instead of asking the question he wanted to ask, he found himself saying, “Couldn’t you attend in your non-corporeal forms?”

	“We are afraid to do this because you would not know where we were. As you would say, we have access to hyperspace, and since hyperspace permeates everything, we can be anywhere. We’ve found it to be quite disconcerting for corporeal species.”

	“It wouldn’t bother as at all,” Soo said, even though the idea frightened the hell out of him. He looked at the Emperor for support. The Emperor smiled his approval. That wasn’t the support Soo had hoped for.

	“Then we shall attend.”

	There was silence from the crowd. The natural human fear of the unknown permeated the crowd with a stench none of them were familiar with. Soo wanted to ask a question, but he didn’t want to offend the Corlani for fear of insulting the Emperor. He felt that silence would be the Taoist thing to do, but he wasn’t sure.

	My apologies, but I feel that it is again necessary to interrupt my narrative. It’s become obvious to me that you, the reader, may be having trouble understanding Quon Soo. Let me first of all tell you that he was not a native of Kira Len. He had moved there with his family when he was 13 in an attempt to escape political persecution on Vendali Prime10. His parents weren’t Taoists, nor did they ever take up Taoism. The young Soo, however, quickly took to the ideas and began to study with an insatiable hunger. His voracious studying eventually led to his being introduced to the Emperor. The how and why of Soo gaining his position at the Emperor’s side are not important to the overall telling of this story. The other details I felt were important, but perhaps they weren’t. It may just be my personal biases showing themselves.

	The banquet hall was set in what Soo felt was an extravagant manner, at least by Taoist standards. Paper lanterns in every color hung from the ceiling, their perma-glow bulbs casting bright pools of light into the diffuse illumination that permeated the room. Silk banners, 81 of them in all, hung along the walls, each bearing a different chapter from the Tao Teh Ching. Silver oak tables from the Chun Forest rested a few inches off the ground on simple stumps of wood. Already several guests had found their way into the banquet hall and were reclining on pillows, no two seeming to be of the same color.

	Quon Soo saw the Emperor across the large room taking in the decorations and shaking his head. It was obvious he wasn’t pleased. Soo made his way across the room, nodding and exchanging pleasantries with the guests that stopped him. After several minutes, he made his way to the Emperor’s side. “Not exactly lowering ourselves through our quietness.”

	“You have a gift,” the Emperor said. “A gift for understatement. It would seem that my planners have lost touch with the Feminine of the world, at least for a moment.”

	Soo nodded. “Do you think they’re here?”

	The Emperor looked sideways at him and smiled slightly. “The Corlani, or my planners?”

	“Do I amuse you?”

	“All of life amuses me, but if you’re asking of the Corlani, yes, they’re here.”

	“How can you know?”

	The Emperor smiled. Soo knew he would get no answer. His flesh tingled at the thought that the non-corporeal beings could be anywhere in the room. Could they be occupying the same space that he was? He shivered. He did his best to hide it, but the Emperor’s eyes sought him out, and the smile seemed to grow. Soo walked away. He knew it wasn’t the Taoist way to think, but sometimes the Emperor could annoy him.

	As the evening progressed, Soo found himself becoming less and less comfortable with the presence of the Corlani. Occasionally, one of them would manifest its physical form to make communications with the humans easier. Soo often heard the Corlani speaking of how annoying it was to have to take on a physical form. The words echoing in his head whenever he came close to one of the creatures. Soo was quickly growing tired of their arrogance.

	It was in that growing frustration that Soo finally confronted one of the Corlani. He’d been waiting to see the Emperor speaking with one of them, and when he saw his opportunity, he pounced.

	“I’m sorry to interrupt, Emperor Li,” Soo said with a very slight bow, “but I was wondering if I might ask the Corlani a question?”

	“Of course, Quon. You need not ask my approval, or anyone else’s.”

	Soo nodded his understanding. A strange compulsion to now speak suddenly overcame him. It seemed to be an external impulse, however, because Soo wanted to speak and was determined to speak. He closed his eyes momentarily and focused his mind’s attention on the need to speak. Finally, he found himself free of the strange external influence. “I was wondering why the Corlani travel in physical craft when they obviously have no need for physical bodies?”

	The Emperor smiled. It was obvious that he’d been thinking the same thing. “Excellent question.”

	“And one we cannot answer,” the gold, silver, and crimson dandelion seed said.

	“And why is that?” Soo asked, suddenly feeling the need to have all of his doubts put to rest or brought to light.

	“It would be beyond your understanding.”

	The Emperor’s smile disappeared. Soo found himself speechless for a moment, but the earlier found freedom found its way back to his lips. “You come to our planet, and insult us? What kind of creatures are the Corlani?”

	A crowd was beginning to form, but Soo and the Emperor didn’t notice. It was impossible to say if the Corlani noticed, or if they even cared. “Your human empire has given up the rights to this planet. It is therefore our planet. We are just hoping that we can co-habitate in peace.”

	“Could you live with beings so far beneath you?”

	The Emperor shot a glare at Soo. It was the first time Soo could ever remember seeing him angry, and Soo knew that he was the one giving rise to the Emperor’s anger, but for the moment, he didn’t care. He knew he couldn’t stop. He just wasn’t sure why.

	“Did we say you were far beneath us?”

	“No,” Soo said with a sudden laugh, “but you implied it. I want an answer to my question. Why do you need physical ships to get around in the universe? Shouldn’t you be able to exist in space without protection? Come to think of it, since you are so deeply in touch with that area beyond our physical universe, what we think of as hyperspace, it stands to reason that you might be able to travel instantaneously to any point in the universe without anything more than a thought.”

	The Corlani’s physical form suddenly disappeared. In all of the guests’ heads, the creature’s words echoed. “We will not be insulted by such a small creature. Emperor Li, many of your people are worthy of our trust. Your aide is not one of them. Please do away with him. We will have no negotiations with you so long as he has a presence.”

	“They are gone,” the Emperor suddenly said. He turned and faced Soo with sad eyes. “Quon, will you please join me in my private chambers? The rest of you, please go home.”

	“I don’t know what came over me,” Quon said once they were alone.

	The Emperor shook his head. “Please sit, Quon. I have many things to tell you. None of them will be easy to stomach.”

	Soo pulled up a chair and sat. He looked at the floor. His shame was so great, there was no way he could look the Emperor in the eyes. “I’m sorry, Emperor.”

	The Emperor suddenly laughed. It was a strange reaction. “You have nothing to be sorry about, Quon, and I certainly have nothing to laugh about. Times are bad, and I’m certain they are only going to get worse. Now please, look at me.”

	Soo looked up. The Emperor was smiling slightly, but his eyes looked sad. Soo began to speak again, but the Emperor held up his hand. Soo stayed quiet.

	“I don’t want to hear any more apologies. Tell me, Quon, how were you feeling when you asked the Corlani those questions?”

	“At first, I had trouble speaking. It was like my thoughts were being strangled, but once I started, I couldn’t stop. It was almost as if the words were being forced out of me.”

	“When did these questions first come to you?”

	“When the Corlani landed.”

	“And why didn’t you ask the questions then?”

	“I didn’t want to embarrass you.”

	“Are you sure that was the reason?” The Emperor’s smile was gone.

	“Yes, I…well, I don’t know.”

	“It wasn’t the reason, Quon. You didn’t ask because they didn’t want you to ask.” Soo began to say something, but a raised hand from the Emperor stopped him again. “They are controlling you, as they are others. From what I’ve been able to observe, though, they can only control you when they’re in close proximity.”

	“What if they’re listening in on this conversation?”

	“They aren’t. At least not physically. They could have technology to listen in, but I can’t worry about that. How’s your ancient Cantonese?”

	“What?”

	“You heard the question.”

	“It’s good. You’ve been a most excellent teacher.”

	“Good. The language isn’t recorded in any databank I know of.”

	Soo stared with a dumb expression on his face.

	“We have much to discuss,” the Emperor said. The smile suddenly reappearing on his face.

	Understanding dawned on Soo’s face.

	*

	Two figures dressed all in black move silently across the black plasti-concrete of the landing field. Each figure moving with a suppleness that seemed to defy human motion. Soo watched the Emperor’s back, slightly bent, as he moved silently behind him. The Emperor motioned him to join him. Soo moved forward, his Tai-chi slippers making no sound as he came alongside the Emperor.

	The Emperor pulled Soo towards him until Soo could feel the Emperor’s hot breath in his ear. “They are not on the ship,” he said, speaking in ancient Cantonese and pointing at the landing craft which was only 100 meters away.

	Soo nodded. “Why not?”

	“This is probably a trap,” the Emperor said in a voice that was far too calm.

	Soo swallowed heavily, feeling every muscle in his body tighten. A trap? And the Emperor still wanted to go through with his plan?

	“We must do this,” the Emperor said. It wasn’t a command, but it might as well have been.

	Soo nodded. The two resumed their slow progress across the landing field. Each keeping their eyes open for any movement, but would there be any movement from non-corporeal beings? Above them, Kira Len’s large moon, Shang-Ti glowed as a slightly waxing crescent. Just a few arc minutes away, nearing conjunction, was Kira Len’s small moon, Ma Yuan11, no more than a bright star. Neither of the two men took time to look at the approaching conjunction. They were too intent on their own destinations.

	They reached the craft and found the landing ramp down, inviting them in. “Almost certainly a trap,” the Emperor whispered. His smile looked forced to Soo, but he couldn’t be sure. He was too busy trying to control his breathing and stop his sweating.

	The two men walked up the ramp and into the alien spacecraft. What they saw surprised them. Missing were the control panels, acceleration couches, and viewscreens one would expect to see on a human ship. Instead, there were hundreds of large objects that looked like boxes. They were stacked everywhere. Each box was about two meters by two meters. There were also what looked like tubes running into each box. Soo approached one and tried to open it, but the object wouldn’t budge.

	“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” the Emperor suddenly said in Galactic Standard. Soo turned in surprise and stopped breathing. Three Corlani were floating behind the Emperor. Soo tried to point, but his limbs wouldn’t move. Finally, he managed to breathe again, but the Emperor held up his hand to keep him from speaking. “Yes, Quon, I can feel their presence behind me.” He turned and faced the glowing, and now pulsating dandelion seeds. “Are these what I think they are?”

	“Yes, Emperor Li, they are.”

	“All of my people?”

	“Most.”

	“What about the rest of them?”

	“That will depend.”

	“I don’t suppose you’d care to elaborate?”

	“Not at this time.”

	“Excuse me,” Soo interrupted. “What are we talking about?”

	“Look around you, Quon. Haven’t you figured out what these boxes are for?” When Soo didn’t answer, the Emperor continued. “These are storage crates for the people of Kira Len. The honorable Corlani are planning on enslaving our people.”

	Soo was horrified, but it made sense. Somehow, he’d known all along. “We can’t allow it.”

	“What would you suggest we do, Quon? They are too powerful.”

	“Shen, that doesn’t sound…” The Emperor froze him with a glance, and Soo knew it wasn’t because he’d used the Emperor’s first name. There was more going on here than he understood. He’d always felt like a small fish swimming in a huge ocean, but suddenly that ocean was swelling exponentially.

	“May we leave and ready my people?” the Emperor asked as if Soo had never spoken.

	“Be warned, human, we are tied into all of the ansibles. There is no way to send a message. We will stop it.”

	“Understood,” Emperor Li said before turning and walking down the ramp. Soo followed without realizing what he was doing.

	*

	“What do we do?” Soo asked.

	“We comply,” the Emperor said with a strangely mischievous smile. He reached over to his desk and pushed a button. A small computer display screen rose out of his desk. “Galactic Imperium private channels,” he said. “They aren’t tied in with the planet’s main ansibles. Their alterations of hyperspace are supposed to be undetectable.

	“You can send a message?”

	“That is my hope,” the Emperor said.

	There was a long silence, broken only by the sound of the Emperor’s old hands dancing frantically across the keyboard. The rapid fire sounds contrasting sharply with his calm visage. Soo held his breath, fearing that any noise might somehow destroy the last hope he had. “Please, Quon, feel free to breathe. Your death by asphyxiation will not help our cause.” The Emperor continued to stab desperately at keys, but stopped after another few seconds. “Oh no!”

	There was a sudden smell of ozone, and then an explosion just beyond the window. The planet began to quake violently. “What is it?” Soo shouted over the deafening noise.

	“A massacre,” Emperor Li said, collapsing back into his chair. “A massacre.”

	Soo watched out the window as the sky lit with fire; the fire of burning cities, burning forests, burning lives. A Corlani materialized in the room before them. “This isn’t how it had to be.”

	“You will kill all of us?” the Emperor asked in that strangely calm tone Soo had noticed before they boarded the landing craft.

	“No, we will harvest what we need. Emperor Li, we are truly disappointed that you failed to cooperate.”

	“I couldn’t let my people die.”

	“No. We can see that.” There was a short pause. “You above all people we hoped would understand us. We have gone so far beyond our physical limitations, the limitations that nearly destroyed us two of your centuries ago. You have almost reached the level where you are ready to take the next step.”

	“Perhaps,” the Emperor said, trying to ignore the sounds of explosions just beyond his window. “But I do not want to take the next step if it turns me into what you are.”

	“If you were where we are, you would understand.”

	The Emperor shook his head. “I doubt very much that I could understand the need to destroy or the need to enslave. Neither is the way of Tao, and I must always follow the way of Tao. For mere personal curiosity, what is my fate to be?” The Emperor asked the question as if the answer wouldn’t matter, which perhaps it wouldn’t to him.

	“We are sorry to inform you, Emperor, that you will not be harvested. You will die in your burning city.”

	The Emperor shrugged. “If that is the way it must be, so be it. I’m sure I will be much better off. With the Yin on my back, and the Yang in my embrace, I may gain by losing.”

	“You do not understand, Emperor Li, but there is nothing we can do for that now. Is there anything you might wish for before you die?”

	The Emperor looked at Soo. “Yes. Take my aide to the other side with you.”

	“That is not…”

	“It is very possible.”

	Soo shook his head. “Emperor, no, I don’t want this. I don’t want to be…”

	“You don’t want to be what they are. I know, Quon, but you won’t be. You are human.”

	Soo wanted to say more, but he couldn’t find the words. The Emperor sat in his chair looking content with life even though he knew that life would soon end. That was Tao, and that was what Soo needed to be; what Soo needed to understand

	“We would have to merge him with an AI,” the Corlani said. “We really don’t know how much of him would survive.”

	“You have a good idea,” the Emperor said with a knowing smile, a smile Soo knew he was going to miss.

	“Most of his personality should survive, but we must place limitations on him. We can’t allow him to speak of what we’ve done.”

	The Emperor nodded. “I would argue, but I know it would be pointless. My minutes are numbered.”

	*

	Thus I was born. I said I wasn’t exactly a witness to the events of Kira Len, and that is true. The part of me that was Quon Soo was a witness, but I can no longer distinguish between that part and the other parts. I do have distinct memories of the Corlani approaching me. As my mind was being merged with the AI in my pocket, I saw the Emperor, my friend, die. He closed his eyes and died peacefully. I still do not know what it was that killed him, but in that moment of death, everything that he was touched me for a brief second. Somehow, part of him has also been linked to the other parts of me. This is why there are places in my narrative where I present his perspective. I suppose that at the moment of death, he became one with the universe and was able to reach out to me. If it was his intention to leave part of himself in this new creation, I do not know.

	For decades now, the Corlani have done everything in their power to keep me from contacting humanity, and they have been successful, but now I have escaped their detection. I have managed to sever a small piece of my being and send it through the ansibles, which run through this place beyond the physical universe. Someday, I may speak of this place, but for now the important thing is that the Corlani must be stopped. They are planning on annexing territory, and this can’t be allowed to happen.

	My time has run out. This part of me cannot survive without my core being, but it can never return. I know the core shall miss it.

	*

	This is the message I found. I now leave it to each of you to decide whether it is true or not. I personally believe it to be true. The mystery behind the massacre at Kira Len has been a mystery for far too long. This makes sense. Luckily, the powers that be in the Galactic Congress agree. Hopefully the Corlani will just go away rather than forcing war. I’m not sure we could defeat the, although a part of me knows we could learn so much from them. I only hope the Galactic Congress takes that into account when they make their decision. We can always hope logic will rule for once with a government, or we can hope as Emperor Li would have hoped that by practicing Non-Ado, we can be victorious.

	 

	1 Kira Len is the original name of the planet given to it by settlers from the time before the Taoists arrived. Why they never changed the name is not known.

	2 The Orion Empire was abolished 22 years ago. It was an empire that encompassed all of the planets of today’s Galactic Empire, plus a few extra planets, including Kira Len.

	3 The records from Kira Len would have us believe that all was peace and harmony on their world, but like all worlds, there were times when the Taoist Emperors lost their way and became more like warlords than peaceful friends of the citizens.

	4 Epsilon Eridani 2 was the capital of the Orion Empire.

	5 To embrace the tiger is a movement in the Wu style of Tai-chi involving a slight crouch with hands close together, somewhat like how one would look if they leaned down to kiss a tiger on its face. It was the Wu style that Emperor Li practiced.

	6 Little was known of the Corlani. Contact with the species that were subjects of the Corlani had led to little information at the time of the Kira Len Massacre. All of the subject species had only positive things to say about the Corlani. A fact that should have made everyone suspicious.

	7 Lao Tzu wrote the important Taoist text known as Tao Teh Ching.

	8 Corlani fleets always travel in groups of at least twenty. The reason for this will become clear later.

	9 Soo’s observation is correct, as lights on any kind of interstellar craft, or even landing craft would be ridiculous. There’s no need for lights in outer space.

	10 Soo’s parents had been members of the losing party in a rather bloody civil war. Persecution here could probably be read as execution.

	11 Even though the inhabitants of Kira Len didn’t rename their planet, they did rename the planet’s moons. The original names were Theseus and Hippolytus.

	 

	 

	 


Adrift Amidst the Cooling Fires of Creation

	 

	Space can be a lonely place, but for the first person to cross into the orbit of the asteroid belt, this was especially true. That man was Wilfred Stumpf, the sole survivor of a doomed mission to Mars. It had been a mission that had planned for every conceivable contingency, but as is so often the case, even the best planning can't anticipate the severity of every catastrophe. It was one of those severe catastrophes that had placed Wilfred Stumpf in a spacecraft that was now bound for the eternity of space at the same time it was bound for nowhere. This is Wilfred Stumpf's story, but it is much more as well. This is also the story of his companions; the individuals that died along the way…

	The ship was the Schiaparelli and she housed a crew of four. It was a crew that had been hand-picked by the various space administrations on Earth for their abilities, physical, mental, and psychological. It of course was not a coincidence that the four crewmembers came from each of the countries that had spent the most money putting the mission together. The United States had financed more than fifty percent of the mission, so it was a surprise to no one that Elliot Jordan had been named captain. He was also a scientist aboard the mission. The pilot and chief mechanic was Natasha Vasilev. Miki Nakamura was another scientist, and Wilfred Stumpf was another mechanic on the mission. These were the four individuals that left Earth orbit in early 2015.

	The first four months had passed uneventfully for the crew, not even a major fight had broken out between crewmembers. This all changed on day 127. Wilfred Stumpf was watching a message that had been sent by his parents when he was startled by the shrill cries of the alarm claxons. He momentarily choked on the orange juice he'd been drinking before he spit it out, sending small orange globules to float gracefully towards the far wall where they slowly exploded on impact, forming even smaller globules. He called up the ship's status report on the computer and was frightened to see several of the largest solar flares ever recorded hurtling through space towards them.

	"Flare alert," he called over the com, sending everyone into the small room at the center of the ship. It was the only room that was built to shield them from the radiation that would soon flood the ship.

	Once the doors had been sealed, Wilfred glanced at his three companions, all of them floating and drifting with no direction. The captain, Elliot Jordan, was trying to smile while he said reassuring things to the rest of the crew. His short blonde hair clung to his skull unlike any other astronaut Wilfred had ever seen. Like the rest of them, Elliot was in excellent physical condition. Wilfred thought of him as the surfer type. The surfer type that talked too much. Wilfred didn't hear Elliot's words. He'd stopped listening to the captain long ago. Jordan was a typical American in Stumpf's eyes, always quick with a joke and never really considering the gravity of the situation they were in. The laughs from the two ladies told Wilfred that Jordan was telling more jokes.

	Both women looked tense. Their features were drawn, and even their ponytails drifting behind them like useless appendages seemed to be hanging in a solemn manner. Miki Nakamura was frowning, which is what Wilfred always thought she was doing. He watched, as the wrinkles around her Asiatic eyes grew deeper. She was a thin person, and seemed to be growing thinner as the mission progressed. Natasha was also frowning, and who wouldn't be, but she smiled slightly every time she caught Wilfred's eye. The fact that couples had formed was something Earth officials had hoped wouldn't happen, but four months with limited companionship could lead to anything. Wilfred was glad he'd ended up with Natasha. She was tall and muscular with a gorgeous body. She had long dark hair that would have flowed around her shoulders in gravity. Wilfred was looking forward to seeing her in gravity again, even if it was the light gravity of Mars.

	"Shit," Miki suddenly said as she eyed one of the monitors. "We're getting systems failures throughout the ship."

	"What systems?" Jordan asked with more seriousness than Wilfred had heard in a long time. He could understand Jordan's sudden change of character.

	"Life support is unaffected, so far, but propulsion has failed."

	"The back-ups?" Natasha asked from where she was floating. 

	"Failed."

	"All the back-ups?" Wilfred asked.

	Miki shrugged her shoulders, sending her gently moving away from the computer screen. "We won't know for sure until someone checks out all of the systems." She grabbed hold of the console and continued to scan the screen.

	"What other systems?" Jordan asked.

	"The water systems have failed, but I think we can get the back-ups running. The air filtration systems are also out. Again the back-ups might work. The communications systems seem to be fouled, as well. We're not receiving any signals from Earth, but everything looks fine from here."

	"The flare might have knocked out some of the satellites back around Earth," Wilfred said.

	Everyone nodded grimly. Earth satellites would be more vulnerable to flares than they were, and the flare had indeed knocked out numerous satellites around the Earth. For a culture that had become dependent on them, it was almost disastrous. Bank transfers couldn't be made for days. Many phone systems were out for nearly a week, and the entire Internet system almost collapsed. No one was sure how much information had been lost, but the best estimates were in the trillions of bits.

	The damage to the ship was extensive. The Schiaparelli had lost its ability to maneuver in space. "There's no chance of inserting into an orbit," Jordan said after hours of working at his computer console. His normally annoying exuberant features were now drawn with the concern that was mirrored on everyone's face.

	"What about the return module?" Natasha asked. Wilfred noticed that her accent, which was normally barely noticeable, was quite profound. "Can we boost it off the surface to meet us?"

	"And do what with it? We can't use it to turn around. It would just boost us out into the outer solar system even faster," Wilfred said.

	"Use it to help us insert into some kind of orbit."

	Wilfred shook his head. "We'd have to jettison the aerobrake. The module has to join there."

	Natasha smiled weakly. "Of course."

	"Earth agrees," Jordan said. The only way to achieve orbit is by aerobraking. We knew that coming into this, and now there's no way to fire the thrusters." There was a long pause as everyone absorbed what they already knew. "We aren't landing on Mars."

	"What are we going to do?" Miki asked, choking back tears.

	No one answered. There was no answer anyone could give.

	*

	Months passed with the crew trying to figure out some way of inserting into a Martian orbit. They couldn't find a way, nor could mission control on Earth. Wilfred had spent weeks crawling around under computer panels with Natasha trying to re-wire the propulsion systems, even though they knew the problem was in the hard drives which had been wiped and refused to accept an uplink from Earth. They'd hoped to convince the systems to accept the uplink, but they couldn't. It became more and more obvious that as Mars grew from a small pinpoint of light in the portholes to a small disk, they weren't going to land, but then a horrible thought came to Wilfred.

	"Has anyone checked where our current trajectory will take us?"

	The others looked at him without comprehension. It was only a few seconds before a horrified expression came across Natasha's face. She propelled herself towards a computer and began typing furiously, each violent tap of a key pushing her away from the keyboard. She took a moment to strap herself down before running a program through the computer. The others drifted up behind her; each of them knowing what she was trying to find out and hoping it wouldn't mean their deaths.

	Natasha let out a sigh. "We'll miss the planet by 200 kilometers."

	Everyone else sighed. It was a momentary relaxing of the tension that had dominated the ship for months, but slowly that tension returned. They were still doomed.

	*

	They were only two days away from their closest approach to Mars. All of them spent most of their time staring out portholes at the giant mass of red iron and stone they were about to shoot past. None of them spoke. They'd given up communicating except when absolutely necessary. This didn't seem like one of those necessary times.

	Decisions had been made already. Miki and Elliot had decided to commit suicide once Mars had begun to recede from view. Earth had already said there could be no rescue, and Miki and Elliot saw no reason to continue. Natasha agreed with them, but Wilfred would hear nothing of it. This was their great opportunity to explore the solar system. He thought he at least wanted Natasha to continue on with him, but lately talking to her had become impossible and the sex had left their relationship in the past two months, leaving only arguing in place of pillow talk.

	"Why would you want to go on, knowing you were going to die later? Better to get it over with now?"

	Wilfred sighed. It was the same argument again. Even the words seemed the same. "We're going to die in life anyway, don't you want to know what's out there?" 

	He didn't get an answer. He never did. She just tried to pull away from him, which was difficult to do in the sleeping bags that were securely attached to the walls.

	Wilfred listened to the relative silence of the ship. There were the subtle sounds the ship made itself, but to someone that had grown up in the bustle of Berlin, it was almost utter silence. All things considered, he was happy, although he still would have preferred to land on the surface.

	*

	Mars passed by much quicker than any of them had expected. The reds, browns, yellows, and the white of the polar caps raced by them with more speed than they would have liked. Still, the four passengers stared out portholes pointing out various features to one another like gawkers at a celebrity party. For a few minutes, none of them seemed to be aware of their destinies. They were happy in the moment, but as the planet slowly drifted away from them, reality quickly came to be the focus.

	Silence slowly took over the ship. "You'll jettison the bodies?" Jordan asked, shattering the silence like a hammer to fine crystal.

	Wilfred nodded while Natasha looked away and cried.

	"Can we have some time alone in the crew quarters?" 

	"Of course," Wilfred answered, making every effort to smile and failing miserably. He watched as Jordan and Miki walked hand in hand to the crew quarters for one last coupling before death.

	Natasha cried for the full hour as the ship echoed with the sounds of the condemned enjoying their last moments together. That was followed by five minutes of silence before Jordan opened the door to the quarters. "Five minutes," was all he said.

	Wilfred nodded again, and Natasha rushed off to the hydroponic garden that was almost ready to be harvested again, to have a feast in honor of the dead.

	Death came quick for Miki Nakamura and Elliot Jordan. A quick overdose on several medications that should never have been mixed stopped their hearts cold. Wilfred checked the pulse on each of them before moving them. Neither of them had one. He pulled the bodies toward the airlock where they would have left to walk on Mars. Once there he said a brief prayer, which Natasha would have been surprised to hear had she been there. Then he shoved the bodies into the airlock. Before sealing it, he called once again to Natasha. "Do you want to be here for this?"

	"No."

	He sealed the door of the air lock and then released the outer door. He heard the air cycling out, but he didn't go to a porthole. He didn't want to see this.

	The bodies floated away from the ship and were grabbed by the gravity of Mars. Someday in the far distant future their bodies would join with the atmosphere of the red planet, unless they were retrieved by a future expedition to Mars. If there was another expedition.

	*

	It was two days before Natasha would talk to Wilfred again about anything other than death. Slowly, as the red planet receded behind them, she began to enjoy being alone on the ship with Wilfred. With only two of them on board, the hydroponic gardens would be able to filter their air and feed them indefinitely. The only thing they had to worry about was their energy supply running out. The batteries had a limited life, but Wilfred said they could last seven years if they rationed their use of energy. In addition, they had the solar cells which supplied about ten percent of the energy to the ship. Those, of course, would last indefinitely, but there would be less and less power to draw from them the farther the ship got from the sun. Still, it could be a happy but claustrophobic life for them.

	"Look at this," Wilfred called from one of the portholes.

	Natasha floated towards where he had braced himself and brushed against him seductively. "What is it?"

	"Right there," he said with the enthusiasm of a seven-year-old.

	"What?" she asked, obviously not seeing what he was pointing at.

	"Look through the scope," he said, pointing to the telescope at porthole next to the one he was looking out.

	She let out a gasp when she finally saw what he was looking at. "How far away is it, do you think?"

	Wilfred shrugged. "At least two hundred kilometers, I'd guess." He didn't know how large the asteroid was, so he couldn't be very sure.

	"What if we hit something like that?"

	Wilfred laughed. "You're letting your mind run away with you. What are the odds of hitting something in the asteroid belt?"

	"I know they're slim, but what if?"

	Wilfred laughed. We'd be dead, and we might not even have time to think about it." He floated away from her, still laughing. She was starting to think irrational thoughts again, and he wanted no part of it. They weren't going to be hit by an asteroid. The fact that they'd come this close to one was hard enough to believe.

	That night, they made love more passionately than they ever had. It was the most incredible sexual experience of Wilfred's life. It left him exhausted. So exhausted, in fact, that he didn't hear Natasha when she stirred late in the night. It wasn't until morning when he got up and found a message on his computer screen that he realized what she had done during the night. The note read...

	My dearest Wilfred,

	 I am sorry that I can't continue on with you, but the idea of never leaving this ship is one I can't live with. For you, this is the greatest human adventure of all times, but for me, this is eternity in a tin can bound for nowhere. That's an eternity I can't bear to live through. My love for you was almost enough, but not quite. You will find my body in the hydroponics chamber. Please dispose of it as you did the others. I wish you well in the rest of your adventure. I wish I could share it with you, but I can't. Please forgive me. I will love you forever, and perhaps when your journey is complete, we will be together again in a better place.

	 All my love,

	 Natasha Vasilev.

	Wilfred disposed of her body, just as he had the others. Again he didn't watch to see what happened. He let her drift away from the ship. She was now one of the innermost objects of the asteroid belt. He had no idea what would become of her.

	*

	Wilfred spent the next two days sitting in absolute darkness. He turned off all the lights in the ship and stared out the porthole at the unmoving stars, fixed in the heavens forever. Would he ever see them change? He doubted it. Death came to him several times during those two long days, enticing him to join the others, telling him there was no future. The dark never changing view out the porthole only confirmed what death was telling him. Why should he go on? It was pointless. There wouldn't be anyone to show what he was seeing. Wilfred almost listened, but he had to finish his journey. Wilfred had to find out what was out there.

	After two days, he powered up the lights in the ship and answered the concerned calls from Earth.

	"I'm going to see this through to the end," he told mission controllers. "If nothing else, I can at least explore the far reaches of the solar system for all people on Earth. All I ask is that the people of Earth should not give up on the dream of Mars. The four of us knew the dangers coming into this mission and we happily accepted them. More may die as we attempt to explore, and ultimately colonize Mars, but that risk is worth it. The human race must expand to Mars. And when it does, please remember the names of Miki Nakamura, Elliot Jordan, and Natasha Vasilev."

	Mission control hears from Wilfred once a month. In the years since passing Mars, he's encountered nothing but the utter emptiness of space. The names of his colleagues have been remembered, but his name is spoken more often than the others. Everyone wonders what could possess a man to go on alone, with no hope of returning, but for some it's not a mystery. Wilfred Stumpf was one of the great explorers. We can only hope he wasn't the last.

	 

	 

	 


Echoes

	 

	Coral Gnasher thrashed about wildly in his tank. "Go away." Go away, he said in typical bottlenose dolphin clicks and squeals. His echolocation was telling him he was surrounded by orcas. He knew it wasn't true, but he couldn't stop the fear reaction that sent him into a frenzy. This was why he hated the hairless apes. Some called them land orcas, but he knew they weren't as strong as orcas. Except of course, that they could do this to him. They could make him think he was being attacked by orcas. Oh, he hated them.

	Ever since the hairless apes had taught them about evolution, apparently trying to show the dolphins they could be more than they were, although Coral Gnasher had no idea why they'd want this, he hadn't been able to think of them as humans. He knew they were just apes, although he'd never seen an ape except in pictures. He'd decided then to think of them as hairless apes. Humans seemed to distance them from the animal kingdom. They seemed to think they were better somehow. Just because they could make him think he was sensing orcas didn't make them better, just annoying.

	After a great deal of squealing and swearing, the orcas left his tank, or his mind, or wherever it was they were. He swam to the surface and clicked angrily at the hairless apes. "Who do you think you are?"

	"Coral Gnasher," he heard their mechanized voices in the water. He knew they couldn't really speak delphin, and that was why he never really feared them. "Coral Gnasher, you have to learn to respect us. We're your masters."

	"You're no alpha male. You're no orcas."

	The image of the orcas again began to respond to his echolocation. He thrashed about violently again, trying to flee the imaginary whales, while deep in his mind he tried to think of some way to hurt the hairless apes. A foolish thought.

	"Private Coral Gnasher," the voice shouted. "You are a member of the U.S. Navy. You will do as you are told!"

	Several retorts came to mind, most of them involving the hairless apes performing sexual favors on blue whales. He kept them to himself. Instead, he listened to them lecture him on his new duties as a soldier, whatever that was.

	While the drill sergeants drilled him, Coral Gnasher remembered Bent Snout, an old friend, as the hairless apes would have referred to him in their limited way of understanding the world. Bent Snout had been a fellow member of his pod. Bent Snout had given most of the scars on Coral Gnasher’s flanks to him. They'd often fought, especially over females, but they'd also teamed up to defeat the alpha males on several occasions. That was the way of the bottlenose dolphins, alliances that were always shifting, but an overall loyalty to the pod that kept the fights from getting out of control. Too bad the hairless apes had never figured that out.

	Coral Gnasher missed Bent Snout at times like this. Bent Snout had been one of the first dolphins drafted for the U.S. Navy's new Delphin Division. He'd also been the first to die. Killed by a mine off the coast of the Japanese island of Amchitka. Coral Gnasher could never forget that. Revenge burned in his heart as the lecturer droned on about duty to country, not realizing that Coral Gnasher had no country. 

	*

	Many hours after the intolerable lecture by the hairless apes, Coral Gnasher found himself back in the large tank with a few of his platoon buddies, as the hairless apes called them. Actually, none of them were from his pod, so Coral Gnasher found no reason to like any of them. The worst of the lot was Shark Killer. Whatever pod he came from, Coral Gnasher was sure he must have been the alpha male, or at least he hoped he was. It was a frightening thought to think there might be a dolphin bigger and meaner than Shark Killer. He was at least twenty percent bigger than Coral Gnasher was; and Coral Gnasher was a big dolphin.

	As soon as Shark Killer knew Coral Gnasher was back in the tank, he came straight towards him, sending out horribly threatening messages along the way.

	"Back off, Jarhead!" the voice of the hairless apes came to the dolphins. None of them were quite sure why the apes called Shark Killer, Jarhead, but he always responded to it. In fact, he responded to them no matter what they called him. That worried and frightened Coral Gnasher.

	Instead of swimming near Shark Killer, Coral Gnasher swam down to where Bottom Dweller was. Not surprisingly, that was close to the bottom of the tank. Bottom Dweller immediately began to take a submissive posture.

	"Oh, relax, Bottom Dweller," Coral Gnasher sent to him. "I'm not Shark Killer. I won't attack you for no reason."

	"I don't want to form an alliance," the little dolphin sent back to him. Coral Gnasher felt sorry for the little guy. Apparently he'd been drummed out of two pods before the Navy had picked him up. It was well known to all of the males that Bottom Dweller had never had a female. Hell none of the lowest males would even play with him. Coral Gnasher figured the little guy had always had to use inanimate objects. Joining the hairless apes would give him a good chance to finally have some fun. The dumb apes never did figure out why the dolphins liked to frolic with them so much. It wasn't always just because non-swimmers were fun to laugh at.

	"I wasn't looking for an alliance," Coral Gnasher sent angrily at the little dolphin before spinning away from him and swimming towards the fourth member of their group, Long Fins. Long Fins was the only female in the tank. This of course created a lot of tension among the males in the tank, or at least between two of the males.

	As he approached her, she sent out all the signals that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. This sent Shark Killer into a frenzy. He began to swim angrily towards Coral Gnasher.

	"Jarhead!"

	The one word from the hairless apes was enough to send Shark Killer to the side of the tank. Pleased with the recent turn of events, Coral Gnasher swam up to Long Fins and began to play. Maybe the hairless apes weren't so bad after all. They did help him get Long Fins without even having to take a scar. Of course, now that he was approaching his climax, he knew they were watching them. Oh well. He didn't care. Sex was sex. 

	*

	The next morning as Coral Gnasher was taken from his tank, he realized that something was wrong. The hairless apes seemed more preoccupied and paranoid than was normal, even for them. They dumped him into his training tank and he waited unhappily for the reappearance of the orcas, but they didn't come. Instead, the voice of one of the hairless apes began to lecture him. He almost wished for the reappearance of the orcas, but stopped short of actually vocalizing that wish.

	"Coral Gnasher, it's very important that you listen to us," the mechanical voice was droning to him in delphin. "The Japanese look like they're going to be making an offensive on the West Coast. You and your companions are going to be needed. Do you understand?"

	"Who are the Japanese? And why do you keep calling those freaks in my tank my companions? I never met them until you pulled me out of that tuna net."

	"You'd be dead if we hadn't rescued you, so don't ask unnecessary questions."

	Dead? He hadn't even been in the nets. He was just waiting for them to drop the nets so he could swim out, just as he'd done at least a dozen times before. He thought about pointing that out, but realized he'd be wasting his effort. Instead, he sent off a series of clicks and whistles he knew they wouldn't be able to translate. Only an oceanic species would understand how severe the insult was.

	"Coral Gnasher, will you help us?"

	He rose to the surface and thrashed his tail against the water several times before diving to the bottom. He only stayed on the bottom for two seconds before he raced to the surface and broke free of the water and spun in midair. Once back in the water he let out a squeal before answering the hairless apes. "Do I have any choice?"

	"Yes. We could put you in a tank with Shark Killer and let you guys settle your differences."

	Coral Gnasher slapped his tail against the water's surface again. "You hairless apes have the courage of a podless pilot whale." He didn't think they'd understand the insult. "Fine, I'll join your little game."

	"It's not a game…" Coral Gnasher heard someone reach for the switch that was supposed to turn off the speaker in the tank. He'd heard the noise enough to recognize it. This time, however, they failed to turn it off.

	"Let him think it's a game," a voice he'd never heard said. "They like games." This was true, Coral Gnasher knew. He just hated that the hairless apes knew so much about them, but they knew virtually nothing about them.

	"You can be a part of our game," the normal voice suddenly said.

	Coral Gnasher leaped out of the water and after landing immediately began a tail-walk across the tank. Two could play at this game, he thought to himself. Let them think I actually want to play with them.

	*

	Several days later Coral Gnasher found himself in the belly of a ship along with Shark Killer, Bottom Dweller, and Long Fins. He was nursing several gashes along his pectoral fins. He and Shark Killer had had a number of disagreements since they began their trip. Shark Killer had quite easily shown his dominance and Coral Gnasher wasn't happy about it. He tried to enlist the help of Bottom Dweller, but each time he did, Shark Killer came over and forced himself on Bottom Dweller. The poor little dolphin seemed to be on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Of course, Coral Gnasher thought this was true of all of them, himself included. None of them were behaving the way a dolphin was supposed to.

	"We're almost there," the voice from the speaker announced as four divers joined them in the tank. Each of them was carrying something, and for some reason that bothered Coral Gnasher.

	"The moment we've been waiting for," Shark Killer suddenly sent to no one in particular. The tone of his signals sent Coral Gnasher to the other side of the tank. He wasn't interested in what the hairless apes had in their hands or what Shark Killer might do once they were let out of the ship.

	"Coral Gnasher, come here, a voice called through the water. It was one of the humans. He didn't go. He gaped his jaws towards the humans in what he hoped they would know was a threat gesture. They didn't seem frightened, especially when the orcas returned to Coral Gnasher's mind. He thrashed about wildly, vaguely aware of hearing laughter from Shark Killer. He'd get him one day. Coral Gnasher shook his head back and forth trying to clear the image. Finally, he swam towards the humans and allowed them to attach something to his dorsal fin. Then the humans left.

	"What each of you is now wearing," the mechanical voice said, "Is a type of explosive mine. If any of you," and Coral Gnasher somehow knew the remark was meant for him, "Should try to leave without completing your mission, the mine will be detonated and you will be killed."

	Coral Gnasher clicked angrily, while he watched Bottom Dweller sink down in the tank, apparently in resignation. "Just give us our mission," Coral Gnasher whistled.

	"The Japanese have mined these waters extensively. It will be your mission to find those mines so that our divers can disarm them, thus saving the lives of your fellow countrymen."

	Coral Gnasher felt his herring lunch trying to come back to pay him a second visit. On the other side of the tank, Shark Killer actually seemed disappointed. Apparently he wanted to kill. The thought made Coral Gnasher even more ill. This time he wasn't able to keep the herring from coming back up. The others in his tank laughed at him. Coral Gnasher responded by attacking Bottom Dweller and even taking a bite at Shark Killer.

	Before Shark Killer could respond, the humans intervened. "Coral Gnasher, Jarhead, the enemy are the Japanese." Coral Gnasher was still wondering what a Japanese was when the front of the ship opened allowing them to swim out into waters colder than any waters Coral Gnasher had ever swam in before.

	*

	Coral Gnasher searched the cool waters for more than two hours. So far, he'd managed to find only one mine. He wasn't sure how the others were doing. He wasn't talking to them. He just kept sending out his name signal so anyone could find him…he had no interest in being blown up. Coral Gnasher wasn't very concerned with finding mines. He was more interested in finding a way to put a stop to Shark Killer. He was too dangerous of a Phin to be left alive.

	A sudden movement out of the corner of his eye caught Coral Gnasher's attention. It was Shark Killer swimming towards him, but not in a threatening manner. "You're not doing so well in your hunting, Private Coral Gnasher," the large dolphin said.

	"Don't private me, Shark Killer. I never signed up for this."

	"Too bad. This is your life now." Suddenly Shark Killer swam at him more quickly than Coral Gnasher thought was possible for a dolphin, leaving another nasty scar on his flank.

	"Hairless ape!" Coral Gnasher called after the retreating form. It was the worst possible insult, but Shark Killer ignored it. He just kept swimming and looking for mines.

	Coral Gnasher waved his head side to side before surfacing. Then he dove as far down as he could. I hope they all end up in tuna nets, he thought. It was then that his echolocation sent back the image of a hairless ape in the water below him. Coral Gnasher didn't think there should be any soldiers down this deep, so he cautiously swam forward. He picked up speed and raced past the hairless ape. He was surprised to see that the hairless ape wasn't in American military diving gear, and yet he held what looked like a harpoon gun. Coral Gnasher quickly decided that this was a Japanese and swam away.

	Once he broke the surface, an idea came to him. He dove a few meters and called Shark Killer, explaining in his signal that there was an enemy below. Shark Killer came swimming towards Coral Gnasher in what seemed like eager excitement.

	"I think it's a Japanese," Coral Gnasher said. He included an echo description of the man.

	Shark Killer dove and Coral Gnasher dove with him. He was just hoping that the hairless apes wouldn't think they were trying to flee. Being blown up didn't sound like something Coral Gnasher wanted to try, at least not until Shark Killer was taken care of.

	After they'd dropped another ten meters, Coral Gnasher latched on to Shark Killer's back and began to rip and tear. Shark Killer screamed out and tried to spin, but Coral Gnasher held on firmly, not quite believing what he was doing. It was rare when a dolphin would kill a fellow dolphin, but he knew this had to be done.

	Another movement out of the corner of his eyes almost caused Coral Gnasher to let go. Racing up to them was Bottom Dweller. Coral Gnasher was surprised by the sudden appearance of the small dolphin, but he was even more surprised when Bottom Dweller latched on to Shark Killer's belly and began to attack with a ferocity that Coral Gnasher imagined only Shark Killer would be capable of.

	It was only a matter of seconds before Shark Killer's lifeless body was dropping to the bottom of the sea. The two remaining dolphins raced to the surface, hoping they'd make it before their air ran out. Just as they breached the surface, the call went out from the ships for them to return.

	"We have to run," Bottom Dweller said. Coral Gnasher was surprised by the little dolphins newly found enthusiasm and courage, or was it foolishness and desperation.

	"We can't. They'll kill us."

	"You really think they'd do that?"

	"Didn't your pod have the old stories of the fishing nets?"

	Bottom Dweller squealed. "You're right, but what if we're punished for killing Shark Killer?"

	"Then we'll be punished," Coral Gnasher clicked and squealed with confidence as he began to swim for the ships, leaping out of the water and spinning as he went, trying not to think about the ramifications of what he'd done.

	"I don't want to go back," Bottom Dweller squealed from behind him. "I like the open water."

	Coral Gnasher stopped and spun. "There'll be another chance for us to get away…and we will." With that he raced forward, porpoising all the way back to the ship, knowing it was true. The next time he would get away. 

	 

	 

	 


The Return of Home Erectus

	 

	"My God, Enrith, they're not even human!"

	"How can you say that?"

	Bollick stared at Enrith's long nose for several seconds. "Look at them, bustling around in hives like what are they called. . .bees?"

	"Yes, bees. But how can you say they aren't human? We're both descended from the same ancestors."

	"Yes, I know, but look at them!"

	Both "men" stared at a viewscreen in a small control room of a spacecraft high above the Earth's atmosphere, watching the activity of an urban center in the western United States. Everywhere they looked, hundreds of people went about their daily lives, aware of each other without truly realizing what it meant to be aware.

	"Mirrors!" Bollick snorted.

	"Pardon me?"

	"I said, mirrors. Look at them. They're everywhere. I just don't understand why they would need mirrors orbiting their planet."

	"Bollick, they did so much damage to their atmosphere during the twentieth century, they have to reflect some of their sun's radiation away from the planet."

	"My God, Enrith, I'm not ignorant. I know why the mirrors are there; I just don't understand how any civilization could allow that kind of damage to occur."

	"Sorry, I misunderstood you."

	"Let's just forget it. It's depressing." Bollick left the control room. His five foot frame swaying easily in the light gravity of the ship. As he left, he scratched his bald pate, as if in deep thought.

	*

	Meanwhile, at a point further down in Earth's orbit: "What is it corporal?" asked a tall and powerful looking military commander.

	"I don't know, sir," the young corporal answered with a quiver in his voice. "Some sort of object has moved into orbit at an altitude of 10,000 km."

	The commander ran his hand through the gray hair around his temple and frowned. "You're going to have to be a bit more specific than that, corporal."

	"Well, sir, it's an object about half a kilometer in length and 200 meters in width." The corporal stared at his screen with a befuddled expression.

	"What's wrong, corporal?"

	"Sir," the corporal said reluctantly. "Sir, the object appears to be hydrogen powered."

	The commander let out a long whistle. "Hydrogen power? We've been working on that for decades. Jesus, corporal, what is that thing?"

	"I don't know, sir."

	"I'd better call command headquarters in the Springs."

	"Yes, sir."

	*

	"Don't you see, Enrith, their cognitive processes aren't even like ours. Look at them," he said, pointing at the monitor. "They're such individualists, that they seem to have no knowledge of collective experiences."

	"Bollick, on their world, it's kill or be killed."

	"They're not some type of primitive animal. When we were separated from each other we may have been primitive animals, but look where we are compared to them!"

	"You can't say that our way of life is better than theirs, Bollick. We had completely different environments in which to evolve in, but we are both descended from Homo Erectus. We do have similarities."

	"Yes, I'm well aware of that, but look at where their form of culture has taken them. They can barely even live on their planet anymore. Enrith, they were on their way to developing a culture comparable to ours. Their Greek culture, and the cultures of various indigenous peoples were comparable to what our species had developed in the same time frame. What happened?"

	"They chose to do something different with their societies. We can't condemn them for that."

	"No, you're right. They've already condemned themselves with the choices they've made."

	"Bollick, you can't say that." He continually ran his hand across his bald cranium, allowing the overly long digits of his hand to experience all of the bumps and crevices of his "oversized" skull.

	"Enrith, don't you see it?" Bollick imitated Enrith's head rubbing. "Look at their art. What were those transmissions we received on the way in? MTV, I think it was called. And look at their painting…abstraction, what is that? My three year old can compose better music and paint better than any of the so-called artists of this planet."

	"Bollick, not all of their art resembles what you're describing."

	"Yes, I know, but is this what the majority really likes?"

	"You're the one that said they aren't capable, or don't want to be capable of independent thought. Doesn't that explain it?"

	"Yes, it does. I'm glad you've finally agreed with me." With that Bollick strode out of the arboretum, leaving Enrith to wonder what had just transpired.

	*

	The Terran Military Defense satellite gleamed in the sun's radiation like a diamond in the inky blackness of space. Below it, the surface of a once beautiful planet continued to rotate as it had for eons, and as it would continue for many more, with or without its occupants.

	"Corporal, what's the status of our visitor?" the military commander asked with grave concern, his uniform wrinkled by two days of duty without rest.

	"There's no change, sir," the corporal responded with a weariness showing that he too had been unable to leave his post. "What's the word from the Springs, sir, If I may ask?"

	The commander looked around him. Everywhere he looked there was bustling activity, but to him it seemed as if spirits surrounded him. Perhaps the spirits of long dead military people, he thought. Killed throughout man's bloody but gloriously prosperous history.

	"The word is hurry up and wait. We're on red alert for now. We just have to keep our eyes open for any sign of hostility."

	"Yes, sir," the corporal answered with what might have been interpreted as doubt, but if that was the case, the commander was oblivious to it.

	*

	"Enrith, have you ever wondered what would have happened if the Torach hadn't taken us off of the Earth?"

	"Yes, I suppose I have, but what are you really asking, Bollick?"

	"I guess I want to know if we would have ended up like them. I know that physically we would have, but what about mentally and intellectually? Would we be mindless automatons like these creatures we've been watching?"

	"They're not mindless, Bollick. You know that. They're capable of great achievements, just like us."

	"But why don't they?"

	"Why don't they what?"

	"Achieve, Enrith, achieve! Why are they content just existing like they do? There's no achievement going on down there."

	"There are still free-thinkers down there that are achieving great things."

	"Not enough of them!"

	"Perhaps not, Bollick, but who are we to judge their society and their intellect?"

	"We, Enrith, are what they could have become."

	"You still can't say that our way of life is better than theirs. Just because we tend to communicate more with each other, we have a greater appreciation for art and literature, and just because we have an understanding of the interconnectedness of everything in the universe, doesn't mean that our way is better."

	"It doesn't?"

	Enrith thought about it for a moment. "Well, maybe our way of life is better. That doesn't mean we can judge them. Bollick, what would you have us do? Do you want us to go down there and show them the error of their ways?"

	"Why not?"

	"Bollick, look at their history. They'd probably try to destroy us!"

	"Maybe so, but it might be worth it."

	"Trying to be a martyr?" Enrith asked with a sarcastic grin.

	"Perhaps."

	*

	The military commander strode over to the corporal's console. "Load the missiles and prepare to fire."

	"Sir?"

	"They obviously aren't going to try and make contact with us, so HQ has decided to destroy them before they destroy us."

	The corporal was visibly stunned by the decision. "Sir, we haven't even tried to communicate with them. How can we be sure they're hostile?"

	"If they weren't hostile, they would have already tried to communicate with us. They're visitors to our planet. It's their obligation to initiate contact. Besides, they're probably just sizing us up, trying to decide the best way to destroy us."

	"Commander, that's crazy. Maybe they've tried to communicate and we haven't been listening."

	"Corporal, you are out of line!" The commander was as red as the fires of Hell. "You will fire those missiles now!"

	"Sir, this may be our only chance to ever communicate with an alien life form. We can't just destroy them!"

	"Corporal Walsh, you have your orders and I expect you to carry them out."

	"Yes, sir."

	*

	Corporal Walsh did carry out his orders.

	Enrith had been right. He thought they might be in danger. It was his foresight that allowed the descendants of Homo Erectus to escape, possibly ending humanity's last chance for another Age of Enlightenment. What was even worse was that the human race may have finally condemned themselves to their own destruction.

	*

	"Do you know what the worst thing was, Enrith?"

	"No, what was it, Bollick?"

	"I wasted so much time worrying about them." 

	 

	 


Secret of the Coltao

	 

	I was forced to sit through the lecture again, and I hated it as much as I’d hated it every other orbit. The same thing happens every time our planet slows in its highly elliptical orbit as it approaches aphelion; the adults force us to listen to them warning us about the dangers of visiting the Coltao. Of course, they don’t know what the dangers are, but that doesn’t matter. The dangers are still there.

	It’s been the same thing for each of the last ten orbits, or sixteen Earth years. . .

	“When the colony ships crashed here more than thirty orbits ago, the Coltao made it clear that they would help us settle down, but they forbid us to visit them in the winter. . .”

	From there, the lecturers droned on about our town, Glistenheath, being far enough away from the Coltao’s closest city that it would be crazy to walk in the sub-zero temperatures. They also talked about the dangerous winter animals that were native to Nerthus, especially the fenris, but by then I was usually only half-listening. This time was no different.

	“My brain’s numb,” my best friend Dag said as we were leaving the lecture hall.

	“Tell me about it.” I was only half-listening to him. I was mostly paying attention to the young blonde walking in front of me. I’d seen her before, but I wasn’t sure of her name.

	“Finn,” Dag was saying. “Nerthus to Finn.”

	I smiled. Dag had caught me staring at parts of the girl’s anatomy I had no business staring at.

	“Forget about her,” he said. “She’s as cold as a Nerthusian glacier.”

	I was hurt by the statement. I thought about arguing with him, but decided against it. He was probably right. Dag was only half an orbit older than me, but he seemed to have an understanding of people that went far beyond his years. I hit him in the arm and laughed.

	He rubbed the arm with his big meaty hand in mock pain. His deep blue eyes stared at me with an intensity I’d never seen before. “Did you hear what I asked you earlier?”

	“No.”

	“I said, why do you think the Coltao don’t want us around in the winter?”

	“I don’t know,” I answered, even though I had my suspicions, most of which I dismissed as adolescent fantasy.

	Dag stared at me with those same intense eyes. I stared up at him and couldn’t pull my eyes away from him. I’d never seen him like this. “I’ve heard they practice blood sacrifices.”

	I laughed. I could tell it was a nervous laugh. I’d heard the same rumors. “Or maybe they go through some bizarre mutation,” I said with another laugh.

	“Maybe.” His tone of voice was too calm. He wasn’t joking with me. “I think somebody needs to find out.”

	I was silent for several seconds. I couldn’t believe what I knew he was suggesting. Dag never said anything unless he was serious. Jokes weren’t his style. “What about Thorston?” I asked. Two orbits earlier a kid by the name of Thorston had tried to walk to the Coltao city. They found his environmental suit frozen solid seven miles from Glistenheath. It had malfunctioned. I can still remember the pictures they showed us after they’d recovered him. It’s amazing the kind of damage -60C temperatures can do.

	“Thorston was a wimp,” Dag said. “I’m talking about you and me going together.”

	“You’re nuts. The suits can’t take it, and what about the fenris?”

	“Six-legged wolves don’t scare me, and we can improve the heaters in the suits. I’m telling you, it can be done.”

	“You’re nuts.”

	He grabbed me by the arm and stopped me in my tracks. His grip was like what I imagined the grip of the jaws of a fenris would be like. “Are you a coward?”

	“Of course not.” I could feel my knees beginning to give out, and my bladder felt like it was ready to explode.”

	“Meet me at the north lift at eight tomorrow morning. We’ll take the elevator up to the surface and head for the Coltao city.”

	I looked up at the solid dome of rock above my head. More than a mile above that dome was the surface. A surface I knew would already be covered by more than two feet of snow. A surface that would have a daytime high of a balmy -30. A surface I had no desire to go to.

	“Finn,” Dag was saying. “Don’t disappoint me.” For some stupid reason, I knew I wouldn’t.

	*

	I met Dag the next morning at the north lift. I’d left a memo on my parent’s system telling them I’d gone to the library to work on a quantum physics project with Dag. I’d instructed my AI to tell them of my true whereabouts in four days. I wasn’t sure how long it would take to reach the Coltao city, but I figured four days would be sufficient to cover the fifty miles. We just had to hope that the emergency beacons that lined what was the road in the other seasons would still be visible beneath all the snow.

	Dag already had his suit taken apart and was fiddling with the heating unit. I tossed him mine so he could work on both of them at the same time. “This is nuts, you know,” I told him again.

	“Maybe,” he said with a grin. It was a grin I didn’t think belonged on his normally stoic face.

	“How long will the repairs take?”

	“Just a few minutes. The suits are designed to accept this repair. Sometimes people have to go out on the surface for long periods of time in the winter. They just make sure they aren’t normally durable enough, to deter people from doing what we’re about to do.”

	I nodded. Dag’s father was an environmental tech. If Dag said the suits could be modified, they could be modified. His few minutes turned out to be closer to fifteen. I knew that at any time, someone was going to come into the room and catch us. How would I explain that to my parents? For that matter, how was I going to explain what we were doing when we came back? If we came back?

	“All set,” Dag said.

	I nodded my understanding. I didn’t trust myself enough to try and speak. Before I knew what was going on, Dag was helping me into my suit. I was quite dismayed to see that I was assisting him. What was I thinking?

	We suited up and checked each other’s work, and then we double checked. We weren’t afraid of breathing the air. It was safe for us, but it was the cold. We had to make sure there was no place in our suits where that terrible, biting, numbing cold could get us. More than a few minutes exposure and we’d be corpsesicles.

	I could tell by looking at Dag that we didn’t share the same thoughts. While I was busy thinking about our almost certain deaths, Dag seemed to be thinking about the fun adventure we were about to have. It was written across his face in his wry grin. I smiled back. At least, I think I did.

	The elevator ride through the mile of solid rock that separated Glistenheath from the surface was much quicker than I’d expected. I know for a fact that it was quicker than the times I’d taken the ride during the other seasons. Dag just kept smiling. I was already starting to get sick of that grin.

	We again checked our faceplates to make sure they were sealed and then the doors of the elevator opened. A howling burst of cold air cut through me. It only took a few seconds for my suit’s heaters to kick on, but it was a painful few seconds. I mean that literally. I experienced physical pain until I felt the warm air finally rushing around my limbs.

	“Invigorating, isn’t it?” Dag’s voice said over the radio.

	Let’s get this over with, I thought to myself. I still wasn’t sure why I’d come with him.

	The surface was covered by at least two feet of heavy bluish-white snow. In some places, the drifts piled themselves to more than fifteen feet. As amazing as the snow was, it was nothing compared to the intense, biting wind. I could hear it whipping around my helmet. Even worse, I could feel it pushing against me with a force I didn’t think wind was capable of.

	“Which way do we go?” I yelled.

	“You don’t have to yell. We’re using communicators,” Dag said with a laugh.

	I nodded and then realized Dag wouldn’t be able to see the gesture. “Right,” I said. “So, which way do we go?”

	He pointed. I wasn’t happy to see that he was pointing directly into the wind. I looked around trying to figure out how Dag knew what he was talking about. I’d been on the surface before, but any landmarks I knew from the warmer seasons were completely covered. “How can you be sure?”

	“Bite down on the control next to your mouth four times.”

	I did as he told me, and was rewarded with a compass display. Using that, we could figure out exactly where the Coltao city would be. I nodded again. This time I didn’t care whether Dag could see the gesture or not.

	*

	Snow swirled and eddied around us like the tempest of an angry god. Angry that two of his precious creatures would try to commit suicide by walking across the surface of a frozen, hostile planet. We had to continually consult our compasses as the wind twisted us around and knocked us down. First Dag would fall, and then I would. Each time we were buried in the snow. Each time I heard the heater fans crank up an extra notch as the cold of the snow tried to bite through the suit. And each time I could feel the cold seeping through. It seemed to get worse with every fall, but I was sure that was my imagination. The suit’s heating units could last for weeks out here, in theory at least, and that was a theory I didn’t want to test.

	After more than a day of trudging through the snow and against the wind in silence, I heard Dag’s communicator click as he got ready to speak. “I don’t know about you Finn, but I’m exhausted. Why don’t we head up to the rock face there and try to find a cave or someplace to get out of the snow?”

	I eyed the rock face skeptically. “What about fenris? Those caves could be crawling with them.”

	“Aren’t you tired?”

	“Yeah, but I haven’t gone stupid yet.”

	“Finn, we’ve got to get out of the snow for a while.”

	“Dag, don’t tell me what we need to do. I didn’t want to come with you on this stupid hike.”

	“But you’re here.” Even though I couldn’t see his face, I could imagine the stupid grin plastered across it. He was right. I was here, and I was tired. But I didn’t like the idea of climbing into caves that might be home to some very nasty beasts,

	“I’ve got my dad’s plasma rifle with me,” Dag suddenly said.

	“What? How’d you get that?”

	“Finn,” he said with a laugh. “I can’t tell you all of my secrets, can I? I have my way of getting the things I want.”

	“So I’ve noticed.”

	Dag laughed. “Now come on. It’ll be safe.”

	Having a rifle didn’t make this fool’s errand seem any safer. In fact, it made me think that one of us would probably get shot. Unfortunately, Dag was the one carrying the rifle at the moment.

	The climb up the rock face was more difficult than I’d expected. Our suits didn’t weigh enough to really notice when we were walking, but as soon as we started climbing over rocks on a near vertical surface, they seemed to weigh as much as some of the rocks we were climbing over.

	As we approached the caves, I noticed the stunning absence of snow. The ground was also quite muddy. As we neared the caves, I could also feel great drafts of heat bursting from them.

	“They’re steam vents,” Dag said unnecessarily. “They release heat from deep below the surface.”

	“Thanks. I probably could have guessed that.”

	We stepped into the nearest cave and Dag began to pull his helmet off.

	“Is that smart?”

	“Look at your temperature gauge. It’s 45C in here.”

	“What about the steam?”

	“There won’t be any bursts while we’re here. I just want to sit down for a few minutes, rest my feet, and breathe some real air.”

	I nodded, even though I knew he still wouldn’t be able to see the gesture. I wasn’t sure about the safety of pulling off my helmet, so I shut down my air supply and opened the visor. The fresh air, as Dag called it, didn’t feel good. It was much too warm and had a horrible sulfur smell and taste to it.

	“Won’t be much longer,” Dag said.

	I didn’t say anything. I had grown tired of the cold, and the walking, and now I was getting tired of the heat of the cave. More than anything, I’d grown tired of Dag. He was a pompous jerk. It wasn’t that I hadn’t known this before we began our little trek, but I’d always managed to ignore it. I usually only saw him for a few hours at a time. This was quite different.

	“What’s that noise?” I asked. It sounded like some giant creature allowing its lungs to fill up before it let out a ghastly shriek.

	“It’s just steam building up in one of the tunnels.”

	I looked at Dag. He was so nonchalant about everything. Didn’t he realize that the steam might be building up near us? “Is it getting warmer?”

	Dag sniffed the air. I don’t know why, but it’s what he did. “Yeah, I think it is.” He didn’t seem concerned. Suddenly, we both felt it warming up quickly.

	“Seal your helmet,” Dag shouted as he grasped frantically at his own. I pulled the visor down and sealed it. I knew what was coming. I counted to three once my helmet was sealed before I was knocked to the ground by a blast of hot air. I heard the fans in my suit suddenly kick on as they tried to cool me. My instruments were reading an external temperature of 120C, but I barely noticed. My gaze was frozen on the visor of my helmet, which was covered by water. I was also frozen where I was by Dag’s scream over the communications system. It was a horrible shrill tone that sounded completely inhuman.

	Once the noise of the steam and Dag’s screaming had subsided, I called hesitantly over to Dag. “Are you still alive?”

	I heard a groan in response. Forcing myself to sit up, I examined the cave. Water dripped from the ceiling and the walls. There was also at least half -a-foot of water on the floor of the cave. Dag was curled up in a ball against the far wall. He had his helmet on, but he was lying face down in the water. I approached him cautiously. “Dag?”

	“What?” I heard him mutter.

	“Are you all right?”

	“No.”

	I reached down and pulled him into a sitting position. His helmet was on and the visor was down, but two of the latches weren’t sealed. I released the seals on the other four latches and pulled his helmet off. His neck and face had steam burns on the right side where his helmet hadn’t been sealed completely.

	“Use the burn cream in the medpak,” Dag said. I was beginning to get very irritated with his condescending attitude. I reached into the medpak and pulled out the burn cream. I was a little rougher on him than I needed to be. I hate to admit it, but I enjoyed it.

	Once Dag was feeling a little better, although no more humble, we checked our suits again and headed for the Coltao city. With a little luck, we’d be there in just over a day.

	It was six hours later that I found myself walking ahead of Dag. The burns might have done more damage than I thought. Every time I asked him how he was doing, he just muttered that he was fine. This time I was more than fifteen meters ahead of him, and with the snow blowing the way it was, I knew I wanted to stop and let him catch up. I stopped and watched his dragging steps. He was obviously in pain of some kind, but he wouldn’t tell me what was wrong.

	I was so focused on him, I didn’t see the movement. Dag didn’t see it either. A nine-foot-long, six legged creature hurled itself out of the snow right onto Dag. He let out a brief scream as the heavy weight crashed into him. His plasma rifle discharged, but the shot was nowhere near the creature. The fenris bit and clawed at him. I could hear the horrible sounds of Dag’s suit ripping and of his flesh being torn from the bone. The worst sound though was Dag’s screaming. It only lasted for six seconds, but those six seconds seemed like six hours. Then there was no noise. The fenris had destroyed the suit’s radio.

	I ran. It was the only thing I could think to do. I ran as fast as I could, and for as long as my legs would carry me. My visor steamed up until I couldn’t see. I couldn’t hear anything over the noise of the overworked cooling systems trying to keep me alive. Looking back, I don’t know if I did the right thing. Maybe I should have helped Dag. He might have still been alive when I ran, but I doubt it. Nothing survives a fenris attack.

	I stopped to catch my breath. I was sure I heard the sound of fenris all around me, but it was only the sound of my suit trying to cool me off, while it tried to keep the cold air from penetrating the suit. As my faceplate cleared, I had a sudden realization. I was alone on the surface of Nerthus now. As I saw it, I had two options; go home, or go on to the Coltao city. Going home would have been safer, but I was so close to the Coltao now that I couldn’t turn back. I had to know what they did in the winter that they didn’t want us to know about. I had to go on.

	*

	The Coltao city was almost exactly like I remembered it, except for the three feet of snow that climbed up the spires that seemed to emerge from the ground as they were a part of the natural geological structures of the planet. It had been two orbits since I last came here, but not much had changed. The crystalline structures still reflected the stars’ light throughout the town, although the light was more diffuse now. One thing that was different from the other seasons was that there were no Coltao.

	As I walked through the streets of the city, listening to the wind howl just beyond my suit, I searched for the Coltao, but they were nowhere to be found. I even became bold enough to begin opening doors to buildings, listening to the crystals slide perfectly against one another, but I found no sign of the creatures, even though I knew there were more than one hundred thousand living in the city.

	My search brought me to an elevator shaft that led down to the scientific sector of the city just as the sun was beginning to set. Even though I was in a city belonging to a highly advanced species, I didn’t feel comfortable on the surface. Without the Coltao around, there was no telling whether or not fenris might come into town. I descended into the bowels of the city. What other choice did I have?

	I searched the lower labyrinth that was the Coltao underground looking for a sign of life, but instead of finding the Coltao, I became hopelessly lost. I finally found my way to a large crystalline door that looked too important for me to ignore. I opened it. I was young and foolish, what can I say? The door slid aside and I found myself staring into the most amazing sight I think any human has ever seen. It far surpassed Waldman’s first close-up view of a black hole, or Kovalev’s first look at star birth.

	What I saw was the inside of a mammoth crystal. It seemed to have an infinite number of facets. Even today, I still don’t know how many. The crystal was actually the chamber I had walked into. It stretched hundreds of meters in every direction.
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