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1546 XE

“Insertion complete,” announced Sherrafenn, her gentle synthetic voice calm and even, despite the arduous length of the voyage. Though she possessed emotions, she never experienced fatigue. At this moment KnowsMuch and ThinksFast envied her for this.

For 32 days they had been aboard the Sherrafenn Vallmar, traversing the unimaginably immense ultra-dark voids between galaxies. They had just completed their 100th MindJump. From the start it had been their plan to pause their journey at this point, get some rest, and then consider their options.

KnowsMuch, especially, had found the journey a strain. Now halfway through her pregnancy, she tired easily. Her abdominal bulge expanded daily, but somehow she had escaped the more unpleasant aspects of Isskan pre-motherhood, such as morning sickness.

This was not surprising – she was, after all, no ordinary Isskan. She wondered in what other ways her pregnancy would deviate from the Isskan norm. Time would tell ...

Out here, in this super-remote spacial location, the galaxies didn’t even have names; the Alliance astronomers had labelled them with numbers only. The Home Galaxy itself was now a mere dot of light in Sherrafenn’s three-dimensional cosmic map.

“So where are we, Sherry?” enquired KnowsMuch wearily, running her fingers through her long dark-red hair.

“We’re equidistant between Galaxies K145, K149 and K153,” replied the AI. “Mean distance from said galaxies is approximately 370 IGLUs.”

In other words, they were literally in the middle of nowhere, 37 million lightyears from the nearest major stellar structure.

KnowsMuch glanced at her husband, seated beside her. Even he looked fatigued, despite his robust constitution. “We should get some sleep,” she said with a sigh.

“I won’t argue with that,” he replied, yawning and scratching his beard.
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Having slept solidly for ten hours, they pulled on CHGs and ate a simple breakfast in the galley. Then they marshalled their courage to face the great challenge that now confronted them – to find a suitable home for themselves and the children they hoped to raise, the very first generation of a brand-new Protector/Isskan hybrid species.

Having decided to take a look at Galaxy K145, they adopted their usual MindJump posture: sitting cross-legged on the padded living-room floor, joined knee to knee, hand to hand, head to head, KnowsMuch’s bulbous child-belly between them like a giant egg they were both sheltering.

They imagined K145 and willed the Sherrafenn to take up position in close proximity to it ...

In less than the blink of an eye, they and the ship were indeed transported to the outskirts of that galaxy.

But all was not well:

“Danger!” warned Sherrafenn. “We are inside a dense asteroid field! Evasive action is urgently required!”

She flashed a video stream to their Yevvs, showing the local volume of space. It was littered with countless chunks of rock, some of them enormous and moving at alarming velocities. If one of those were to strike the ship, they could all die.

Immediately ThinksFast and KnowsMuch MindJumped the ship back to its previous spacial location.

“I suppose it was bound to happen sooner or later,” remarked KnowsMuch, somewhat shaken by the incident.

“That’s correct,” concurred Sherrafenn. “The universe is almost entirely empty space, but despite that, any one of these MindJumps could place us in the path of solid objects. The statistical likelihood of this ever happening is extremely low – but, as we have just seen, it is not a zero-level probability.”

“We have a bit of a problem, then,” commented ThinksFast, making one of the Xunnish-style understatements of which he was so proud.

“What if ...?” began KnowsMuch, resting her hands on her belly and staring at the ceiling, deep in thought.

“What if what?” ThinksFast gently enquired.

“Basically,” she continued, “we know hardly anything about our new abilities ...”

“True. Go on.”

“Well ... maybe there are ways to refine our MindJump technique.”

“Interesting. Such as?”

“Maybe – just maybe – we can somehow take a peek at our MindJump destination, before we actually get there, so we can check that it’s safe.”

ThinksFast pondered this. “So ... somehow we’ll project our minds to the destination, without transporting our bodies and the ship?”

“Exactly!” she replied, getting up and pacing about. She gazed into one of the Habitat Sphere’s many camera pods in order to have a “face-to-face” conversation with Sherrafenn. “What do you think, Sherry? Does that sound plausible?”
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