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The Tale of Arc1 and Core 3:

Is the Tale of an Advanced Civilization following their science through to a startling conclusion; that their Universe is not alone.

All the Bright Children:

In all the worlds on humanity, greed, cruelty and excess seem to be a constant. On the verge of manhood, a boy relates his experience with these human constants.

Shards:

War is hell. Sometimes when you think you are done with it, it has not done with you. How do you return from a war that everyone else is done with?

The Garden Sea:

A familiar Tale delivered with a slice of oddness and a twist of whimsy. Who knows where some of our most enduring myths actually come from?

Swan and Song:

A Novella about a quest to find a Black Swan, and what this means to two staff members of the Numinous Constraint Agency.
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The Tale of Arc 1 and Core 3
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Grandmother Una sat at the viewport and looked at the spectacular show unfolding before her. It was not there for her benefit, but somehow her feel that she was special and privileged to even be able to observe such splendor. She wondered if she should feel such jealousy at the mere thought of sharing this sight with any other, then she sighed  as she realized she did have to share this, otherwise no-one else would believe any of her other, attendant theories. 

Here was the culmination of her life, as a citizen, as a mother and as a scientist. All of this centered around this fabulous, this immense, shape of light and radiation issuing from a size-less, time-less rip in the very fabric of all that she knew to be true up until now.

With this project she felt a certain type of sadness, for after the launch of her probes, her command position at Core 3 was over, all bar the shouting. Retirement to a Core University of her choice and the endless calibration and analysis of her results to follow, these loomed large before her for the remainder of her days. Perhaps worse, was the inevitable surrender of her captaincy of Core 3 to a younger, more energetic woman that would replace her tenure from a Mother of Core 3 to The Grandmother, and now back to just being a Mother of Core 3. She had already decided which University she would be relocating to, and was mostly decided on which woman was to succeed her. 

Jealous? Why, yes she was. Jealous of ‘her’ singularity of Arc 1, jealous of the young, jealous of her Core 3 position, jealous of her own family...? She shook her head and chuckled briefly to herself. What silly thoughts she was having, and certainly not worth the time to be spent on them. Amazing how, when faced with the oldest, and arguably the greatest wonder in the Universe, she would begrudge another in the sharing of it, or begrudge anyone of anything.

How typical of humans, she grinned. Her reflection grinned back at her, the silvered viewport with all of its shielded and anti-radiation devices still did not reflect a “true” view of what was occurring outside, but had its own filters too. The Immensity of the singularity could not be encompassed by the human eye, nor could it scarcely be encompassed by any Human thought. It had to be gathered, processed, filtered, streamed, pixelated and compiled and then only, reflected in their latest and greatest tools.

The Port irises open with a slight hiss and Fortitude walked in. Without a word he slowly crossed the Lounge area and stood next to her, taking in the rendered sight of Arc 1.

“Well, Fortitude, what do you think?” said Granny looking up at her grandson. He was shorter than his brothers, and still towering over eight feet, the Core 3 bloodlines ran strong through him. In an absent way (he was her favorite and the brightest of the bunch) she realized that everyone knew that his future bride, Giselle, would be Una’s successor at Core 3. It would be politick if her choice only confirmed the collective suspicion of her choice, when she finally announced her selection.

“It’s very pretty, Granny.” he mumbled, lost for words.

“Yes, it is, dear. That it is.” she patted the burly arm hanging at her side.

“What do you think is behind it, Granny?” he rubbed his hand over his thick red hair, daunted by the task of thinking about it.

“There’s nothing behind...” Granny sighed, giving up on the technical details, details any male would never understand, “Probably another place more or less like ours, Fort.”

“Are we going there?” His huge hand drew her in closer, she could hear his massive heart beating in his chest.

“No, silly, we can’t.” she disentangled herself from the warmly affectionate brute. “We’re just going to watch this time, and we’ll see how far our probes will get into it.”

“Do you think we will ever get there?” Fort smiled at her, still rapt with the singularity, swirling hypnotically over the port viewer.

“I don’t think so.”

“Then why are we here?”

“Oh, my dear. This is important, that’s all.” Granny sighed with the exasperation she usually reserved for males. Her thoughts were patterning into much simpler modes of explanation when Fort’s belt-thinker buzzed. 

She sighed with relief as he turned to her and smiled “Tristy has to be fed now, Granny. Duty calls.” He bent to deliver an affectionate kiss on her brow before lumbering off towards the nursery.

Granny watched his huge form squeeze through the Iris before it hissed silently closed again. “Men...” she muttered with a smile, shaking her head in mock-hopelessness, although no one, save Arc 1 and the ship-thinker would see her. “Imagine if evolution had taken a different turn, would we love them any the less?” she asked of it.

“Intriguing... more like my province, Granny.” a voice startled her into turning around, “You certainly do get more vocal as you get older, you know.” Giselle walked over to her senior from her unnoticed entry.

“And more deaf, my dear.” Granny turned once again to Arc 1, “There’s nothing to be done about it.”

“The engines are at maximum, full shielding, with no problems expected by Core 3 ship-thinker for the duration.” the younger woman summarized efficiently.

“Thank you, Giselle.” Granny reached down into her coat pocket and retrieved her interlink.

“Ship, prepare probe one for launch in three minutes.” she softly commanded.

Giselle was entranced by the spectacle of Arc 1. “Do you really think this is the one?” she did not turn to ask.

“Pretty much sure it is.” Granny confirmed.

“What secrets do you think it holds...?” Giselle mused, a rhetorical question.

“We are sure to find out some of them soon, dear.”

***
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THE THIRD PROBE HAD just delivered its report before spinning back, towards from the silvered, multi-tiered ship, its tiny subatomic structure unraveling from the onslaught of emissions streaming from Arc-1 when Giselle joined Granny in the bridge. The ship was safe enough, its engines constantly on thrust against the pressure pouring from the anomaly, magnetic shields on full and radiation dampers well within their tolerances. Only something as microscopic as the probes could get closer with any degree of safety. 

Still, as they had now observed three times, getting the little smart-dust probes any closer than they had already, was proving to be frustrating. Probe number three had crested as far into the furious emissions well as they would probably ever get, with the technology they had. They had entered a state of diminished returns after this last launch. There was only so much motive power and processing you could put onto something that did not have that certain amount of mass to penetrate the stream of charged sub-atomic particles pouring from the rupture. 

Any smaller and the drones would not be able to push further into the stream, any bigger and the mass would ablate away before even reaching their current position in the stream.

“That’s the last one, Granny. I have all of the reports under calibration.”

“Is the ship disengaging? Cutting back on its fusion power and unfurling the sails?” The older woman looked up from her display.

“I have loaded the sequence, and the ship-thinker has indicated its acceptance. Considering the motive force from Arc 1, we would probably attain eighty percent of light speed before we could begin to bridge back home, just from the sails.”

“Well done. You’ve done well, Giselle.”

“Thank you Granny, I hope your Core will take this into consideration when I present my petition.”

“My dear! I’d nearly forgotten about that.” Granny shook her head slowly, “You’ve fitted so well into the Gens that it had almost slipped my mind that you and Fortitude are still not married. Never mind your petition by now, you have my permission and my full recommendation for the Union.”

“A recommendation from the Core 3 Grandmother! Why...” Giselle gasped, “Why thank you, Granny, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Giselle.” Granny smiled wearily in the flickering light. “Your Intelligence gene is remarkably strong in little Tristy, and I would think that any Core would jump to have you join them. I am just glad your gens indicated an interest in our Fortitude.”

“He is far more intelligent than the other choices I could have made amongst other Gens and Cores.” Giselle moved to seat herself besides Granny. “Your Core is still recognized as having the highest intelligence quotient, even noticeably amongst your males. Fort is not only smart for a male, but he’s good-natured and he’s kind-hearted as well.”

“That’s because we are lucky enough to attract such as you, I think everyone benefits from constant reinforcement of intelligence traits. As regards his other traits... well, I would like to think that we are lucky enough to have those all along in our gens selection. Core 3 males have always been popular in peace time.”

Giselle blushed while Granny ran her fingers over the console, brow furrowed in concentration. Finally she sat back and gestured at the holographic assemblage of pixels she had called up to display.

“There, you see?” she gestured, wondering what Giselle would make of them.

“I’m sorry, Granny. I can’t make head or tail of it. It’s all Mandelbrot set to me.” Giselle watched the fractals spiraling like jewels.

“Oh, my fault! I had forgotten you had more of a humanities training.” Granny leaned over and toggled a sub routine, “That should do it.”

Giselle sat absorbed for a few moments, and then she sat back. “Whew!” she exclaimed. “That’s heady stuff, Granny.”

“Oh, it is indeed. The probes should be able to confirm the different Universal states we had only until now, suspected.”

“And the life force readings...?”

“Undoubtedly there. It is safe to assume that there is developed technological life ‘mirrored’, as it were, on the other ‘side’ of Arc 1.”

“What type of life?”

“The probes were unable to ascertain that. I propose that it should be what we consider human though, knowing what we do about Arc 1’s position in this part of the Universe. You could assume this from body-to-weight ratio, spectrum of visible light radiation and general ship design and aesthetics, with a definitive degree of certainty.”

“How do you come to that conclusion?”

“No, dear, that’s where you become useful. I am only guessing without saying the word ‘guess’,” Granny rubbed her face. “When the Ship has taken us from the gravity torrent, I’ll be able to call a conference on my results, and we will be able to ‘guess’ more freely, won’t we?”

“I believe so, Granny.” Giselle muttered before duplicating the routine to her belt-thinker.

***
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“FORT? HAVE YOU EVER thought about how we got here?” Giselle looked up from her belt-thinker.

“Ship, how else?” Fort didn’t look up from nursing their daughter.

“No, I don’t mean ‘here’, I meant, you know, as a species.”

“Hmm.” Fort grunted, then he shifted the swaddled bundle to his other bare nipple.

“I mean, here is evidence of another civilization, all of their artifacts similar to ours, and yet they would have to be different, somehow.”

“Uh-huh.” Fort muttered.

“If they were exactly similar, somehow I would then become suspicious of universal evolutionary principles, yet these forms have the same basic requirements as any of the so called “Earth Standard” bio-forms.”

“Oh, yes?”

“So I’ve gone through our own Core history to find out where there were crucial ‘zones’ of speciation to discover what possible type of differences could in fact result, with just a few minor random changes.” Giselle stood up and walked over to the viewpoint where the mote of the opalescent Arc 1 now shimmered in the ever-increasing distance.

“Hmm...?”

“What I had thought, based on my training, was that all of Human history should be fairly similar if one were to consider ‘mirrored universes’, and that all of the results of our species development should more or less mirror each other, irrespective of their origin.”

“Uh-huh.” Fort sighed in contentment as his daughter fed steadily.

“Instead I find a bewildering variety of possibilities, all of which would lead to the same type of general development, but with none of the specifics. Take for instance that there were six different species of hominid, all using tools and fire about three hundred thousand years ago, each with the possibility of the social development that brought us into a technological society. About two hundred and seventy five thousand years ago, only three remained viable. Where our evolutionary branch eventually succeeded, was apparently due to some completely arbitrary factors. Our group of proto-sapiens met up with a group of proto-gigantipithecans, and discovered that the males, over four times the size of our own males, could in fact nurse our own children. A natural lactation in an evolutionary branch, resulting from the steroid and testosterone hormonal levels required to be able to attain that size. That specific size being selected in evolutionary terms because of the Ice Age thermal dynamics in species, where bigger internal mass and a lower skin exposure to the elements is more efficient at conserving heat and maintaining functions than a smaller proportion between the two dynamics. Thus the selection for three-meter big males and two and a half-meter big females was an evolutionary certainty.

“The lactation of both the gigantics, both male and female made the nursing of young a generic task and not a sex-specific task, and thus was more successful in the survival of the gigantics during the Ice Age, something that was limited to the females in the smaller proto-sapiens who encountered them. In this hypothetical, ancestral proto-sapiens encounter, the large size, foraging ability and docility of the gigantics would have been mutually attractive to the hunting ability and manual dexterity of the smaller proto-sapiens. Mutual cooperation between the two tribes would have a large core of extremely robust males supported by a quick, well-armed flanking core, with the young’s nursing needs and elementary nutrition being provided for by any male or any female within the tribe. Thus hybridization was sure to occur extremely quickly, considering three hundred thousand years ago, the common ancestor between all the six proto-sapiens species was much closer than it is now. 

“The female advantage in the meeting was immediately apparent to the proto-sapiens women; the size and strength of the male gigantics adding avoidance protection to the combined tribes, and the division of labor between the sexes only lasting for their female gestation period, for all the size differences. Agility or strength evolutionary advantages are almost identical in long term genetic advantage, compared to gestation and nursing, which occupies huge amounts of relative evolutionary time and effort.

“These proto-females were faced with a situation where they could compete equally with the members of the gigantics tribe, or become housebound breeding machines to their own species’ males. Our evolutionary ancestors chose the former. The hybridized offspring, through a process of selection, ultimately resulted in our current species. The females increased in size to our current six feet six, while the gigantics males decreased in size to just over eight feet, the minimum size required to retain lactation. This female alteration was less of an adaptive chore than, say, if we had chosen the Neanderthals as partners, where our height would have remained constant but we would have had to evolve skeletal adaptations in order to propagate easily, considering the proportions of the gestated infant. Hybridization always tends to assume the most cost-efficient path with the least actual expenditure.

“If this hypothetical, ancestral meeting had taken place outside of an Ice Age, the chances are the proto-sapiens would have shunned the gigantics or reacted aggressively, rather than assimilate and hybridize with them. Also, if our males had been slightly less inclusive or more possessive, our current population genetic pool would have been infinitely poorer. So our theoretical meeting was accommodated in our world by a series of interrelated co-incidences, all of which were rational in light of evolutionary and environmental circumstances. Do you see this, Fort?”

“Uh Huh.” Giselle did not notice the haunted look fleeting over his face, so enrapt was she in the speculation exercise that was spooling through her belt-thinker. 

“Our last truly competitive species, the Neanderthals, had already absorbed their rival branch of hominids I suppose we can call them Denisovians by the time we came into contact with them in much the same way, the hybridization approach being fairly common a species set response to evolutionary stress. Since then, things have been fairly similar an experience for both our species. Over the last two hundred and fifty thousand years we have been more allies than rivals, the species hybridization ability with each other, extremely unlikely to retain fertility with each other, than the original hybridization. The sub-speciation steps becoming more intricate in a genetic sequence with each successive generation removed from the original population group with genetic drift.

“Thus the Neanderthal hybrids and the Gigantics hybrids occupied the Apex Predator niche in the resultant ecosphere, foraging for the same resources competitively but hunting in different niches, the Neanderthals being a courser-hunter, while the Gigantics being a trap or ambush hunter in their protein requirements. The activities are quite complimentary, actually and thus there was never an instance in our history where the species reached a situation where population pressure and resource pressure pooled in a single place. There was never pressure to generate a high level of inter-species conflict, I suppose we have never had more than five million beings on Old Earth, not ever. There has been a constant theme of a low level of aggression throughout the shared experience of the species, it is mostly display and posture behavior amongst the inter-species males, rather than actual violence or other types of harmful belligerence. 

“So together, we competed through our Industrial Ages, through our Information and Nano Ages and finally, today the Neanderthal Core ships sail through the Universe alongside our Core Ships. Tens of millions of Core culture nomads, explorers and scientists living our dream.”

“If you say so, dear.” Fort was obviously no longer listening, but Giselle did not notice. He had lifted the drowsy bundle of his daughter over one shoulder and was gently burping her, his own gaze turned inwards.

“Our species are tinkerers and sophists, our species large size a sufficient deterrent in any aggressive encounter, and intelligent enough to compromise when necessary. The Gigantics species on Earth has been the largest mammalian omnivore besides the Kodiak Bear for tens of thousands of years, while the smaller Neanderthals are still an extremely large mammal for all the scale in the Animal Kingdom. As a species, the males and females are superior in tool-making, miniaturization and complex constructions like the smart-dust nanites and belt-, ship- and city-Thinkers. Our advantage lies in competitive levels of manipulation and tool-making, but also the sheer amount of work-force we are able to apply to any task we undertake.”

“But what if that was not the case with our Arc 1 inhabitants?” Giselle mused out loud, “What if their Ice Age was fifteen hundred years shorter, or were broken up into smaller warmer periods instead of being a series of continuous ten thousand year blocks in history? That means that the imperative that made biological and evolutionary sense to us, never existed for them, or was pointless to them? 

“Instead of that being an evolutionary bonus, that species numbers would have been shrinking in response to the climatic impetus of warming and cooling periods, and would have lost the male lactation ability as their levels of steroid production tapered off in response to warmer inter-glaciation periods and ‘giants’ would have been relegated to an evolutionary dead end. Then their females would have stayed the same height, and would still have stayed sexually dimorphic until they encountered the Neanderthals, or the interbreeding with them that had solved our own species sexual imbalances would have eliminated them as a separate species when the hybridization traits would have replaced the core population samples. This would have encouraged the development of a species without any distinctive, unquestionable traits such as strength or toughness, and that favored adaptability or something equally as abstract.” Giselle rubbed her eyes wearily as the belt-thinker scrolled its data over the small screen, “In that instance, all the conflict would have proven to be internecine, all the social development would tends towards large groups of fortified population centers, and locally exhausted resources would be the impetus for additional aggression. I imagine that the civilization experiment fairly early on in our history would actually become things in their own right in this society, and groups of cities would be constantly trying to displace other groups of cities. My stars! Their society sounds horrid.” Giselle gasped. “That might be far too much of a series of ‘ifs’ and ‘what ifs’, but the point is Fort, it is still a possible and viable path in that scenario...”

“Here she is,” Fort leaned over and handed Giselle the sleeping baby “Your turn, I must go and check on hydroponics.” He stroked her face and planted a kiss on her brow.

“You didn’t hear a word I said, after all.” Giselle sighed.

“Of course I did, I just didn’t understand any of it.” Fort flashed a smile at her before lumbering out of their quarters. Giselle did not see the darker look which set on his brow in the corridor outside.

Giselle looked down at the sleeping Tristy. “Your Daddy is a warm and kind man, baby. He’s strong and he’s brave and he is wonderful with animals and growing things. But never, ever try and talk to men about anything besides sport and food and sex.” Tristy belched her fathers’ pink milk in her sleep while Giselle gently wiped her mouth and rocked her. “That’s the ways things are, and always will be.” Giselle shook her head, and stretched out on the bed next to her daughter, yawning hugely. “That’s all...”

***
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UNA HOPED THAT HER nervousness did not show. At her age, with her reputation and that of Core 3 at stake, this final open Core address meant far too much to mar with her personal feelings of inadequacy. The trip back had been absorbed mostly in correlations, concatenations and fine data sorting from the Nano probes seeded into the massive Arc 1. Three waves, three generations of Nano had given her a task, sheer raw data sufficient for her to stay busy on for decades.

These tasks now guaranteed to her by the earlier ceremony this evening. Giselle and Fortitude’s marriage, and her ascendant Captaincy of the Core 3 ships and gens. Una smiled at the audience podium, while it established sec-tunnels with the other Core gens, and pixels wavered in now-recognizable, now-garbled images of her peers while the buffering ship-thinkers began the tachyon spools. Pride flooded Una, suddenly. 

All of the things that her father had wished for her had come true. She thought of the huge, simple man and her more demanding mother fondly, wishing briefly that they could see her now,  see how their Core had prospered in the century since their passing.

Perhaps when Mother Giselle’s time came to ensure another generations health and stability, when her time came to be Grand Mother of Core 3, she would leave a similar legacy to her children and her children’s’ children... and Una knew then that where-ever she would be, alive or dead, she would be smiling down on Giselle and Fortitude in the same manner she imagined her parents to be smiling on her, now. The podium had stabilized and the lights indicated their readiness to receive her transmission. Una cleared her throat, stepped up and began to deliver her Magnum Opus:

“We are in the position to speculate a great deal about the Fabric of the Universe after the broadcast probes from the ship known as Core 3 sent through the singularity known as Arc 1.” Una turned and addressed some of the holographic images of the assembled women.

“It has been a project of mine for some Standard Years as to where and how and what the Universe requires to maintain its present form. As you know I have been preparing for this event for some time, and have finally received definite results.” The murmurs subsided before Granny began again.

“For those of you who are not acquainted with astrophysics, a brief summary for the Engineers; For many years now, the Universe is believed to have originated with a big ‘bang’ just over three billion years ago. Prior to that event, all space time and matter was believed to be confined to a single, indescribable point. After this event, the Universe expanded and plasma and gaseous matter scattered far and wide.

“From this collection of matter, certain condensations around denser clusters resulted in our first stars, which began a series of nuclear sequences we are familiar with. These stars must have been very hot, very bright and exhausted their fuel in a relatively short time. These are known to us as ‘first generation’ stars, and few, if any, remain of those. The heavier metals released explosively by these dying super nova’s seeded the material of the subsequent stars or ‘second generation’ stars.

“With the greater percentage of heavier substances available, materials that we know such as Carbon, Iron and Osmium, comprising the fissionable material ‘soup’ of these ‘second generation’ stars, life as we know it could develop in relative ease. All of the components familiar to us are the result of massive forces and explosions occurring long before we crawled out of the seas. In a sense, the iron in our blood is the ash of a dead star.

“While we were fooling around in our Industrial Age, we discovered that all our radioactive material deteriorated into Osmium, one of the densest, commonly occurring materials in our periodic table. The further investigations into subatomic particles of our Universe also noted further irregularities with what we had considered a purely ‘micro atomic’ anomaly. That there is more Osmium in the Universe that there should be.

“When we started roaming space in the first of our Nano Ages, this anomaly was borne out time and time again. If the Universe is expanding, how can it escape the gravitational pull of such relatively large amounts of very dense materials, or how can there be more ‘ash’ than there ever was ‘first generation’ stars to produce this amount?

“We then started to examine the singularities in our own Universe, the so called ‘white holes’ to try and understand some of the dynamics of our own. In effect, these singularities are pumping energy and matter into our own Universe at a rate sufficient to keep our own Universe expanding, and providing sufficient heavy materials to encourage the development of Life.

“But where, we wondered at Core 3, was all of this actually coming from?” Una sipped at a glass of water and let the observers of the other Core ships order their thoughts. “What we’ve found is that there are other layers of Universes, materially-lighter ones who have their own types of singularities. They might call them ‘Black Holes’ or something appropriately similar. Their radioactive materials may all decay into, say, Plumbium rather than Osmium and that their Universe rests on ours like certain types of liqueurs in a glass. The ‘Solid-State Multi-Verse’ Theory we have debated for so long may finally be relegated to the scrap-heap, the ‘Big-Bang’ Theory we have come to believe in for so long may also have to follow suit. I propose a multi-tiered Oscillation Theory with elements of advanced fluid and thermal dynamics to be more likely an explanation for one of Life’s greatest mysteries. Una waited for the turmoil to still before resuming.

“I propose that what we think of as ‘stars’ being balls of fissionable radioactive material should rather be thought of as cylinders of the same stuff, penetrating in, settling and then passing through our dimension, because as we observe them to become colder and more red, it is actually a doppler effect from the vantage point of our dimension, and not an indication of the stars actual age or tendency. 

“I further propose that the decay of the upper dimensions heavy elements are further compacted through our singularities and that their ‘ash’, their universes’ decaying material becomes the building blocks of our expanding Universe, passed to us through neutron stars, singularity rifts and other stellar anomalies. These anomalies are matched by ‘black holes’ and other gravity anomalies in the originating dimension which transact between them.

“The concept of ‘dark matter’ may finally receive more traction as we can now begin to accept that it is matter present in the lighter dimension above and in the heavier dimension below us that resonates with and affects the matter in this dimension.

“In this way, we are a ‘second generation or a third, or fifth, or even seventh... (this number is not important save in the multiple)’ Universe, much in the same way that a star holds a second generation relationship to its dead progenitor. We are the children of the Universe which is hemorrhaging in super dense ‘ash’ through our singularities such as Arc 1.

“It is exciting at this stage to postulate that the interface between these ‘layers’ of the Universe provide the energy and the formation of these ‘holes’ much in the way that inter-nuclear forces provides the emissions in flawed crystals which powered the ancient short wave radio transmitters. 

“The arbitrary transmission directions of ‘in’ or ‘out’ or ‘here’ or ‘away’ are not necessarily important to this discussion just yet, but may be if we ever try and pierce this veil between our ‘in’ singularities or our as yet undiscovered ‘out’ singularities.

“While this is all fairly common knowledge, what has really excited myself and the Core 3 people has been the detection of life patterns in Our ‘first generation’ Universe, possible Human life. While our technologies are insufficient to do much with that knowledge now, it is there.” Una waited for the surprise to settle in and the noise and questions to stop, while she held up her hand for silence. “I will happily send you all duplicates of the Core 3 ship-thinker banks for you to study at your leisure. Thank you all for your time.”

Una stepped down and moved over towards the exit. The Core 3 gens’ applause thundered in her ears as she moved to the side of her husband Patience, grizzled and stooped and in need of a Nano rejuvenation, waiting by the door. They would get one each upon their arrival on Core 3 Homeworld, before she started her tenure with the University.

Poor dear, she thought sadly, probably his last one. Only another twenty years or so with him at her side. Perhaps one day Core 3 could break the dynamic between size and life expectancy, and age similarly, at the same rate. She wiped a tear from her eyes as the Core 3 audience stood and demanded she take a bow. On impulse she grabbed his hand looked at his puzzled face and shared the bow with him.

“Come, my dear.” she whispered “Let’s go and enjoy all the growing things and the children and the sweet blue skies. Let’s leave all of the important things to the ones who have the energy for them...”

***
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FORTITUDE WATCHED HIS mother and father’s shuttle slide out of the Core ship with Tristy waving from the hangar bay. Una and Patience were back to Homeworld, while his new wife Giselle was busy addressing the Core women and routing the queries generated by Granny’s address.

“You just wait, little punkin’,” he murmured to her as the dwindling spot of their exhaust joined the other pinpricks on the velvet backdrop. “When you’re old enough to do most things by yourself, I’m going to send you to Cygni where you are going to be taught clever stuff by your granny and play in your grampy Pati’s gardens. “You’re going to be more clever and stronger than any of the little girls from the other Cores and you’re going to say that your Daddy was just as smart as any woman.” Tristy gurgled and laughed and latched onto a fistful of his thick, red hair.

“Yes, that’s a silly thought isn’t it?” Fort laughed with her “Well, perhaps... nearly as smart as any woman.” Tristy’s finger pointed at the view, towards the stars.

“What are you looking for, Granny’s Arc 1?” Fort’s humor faded “Sorry, punkin’ but we’re not going there for some time.” Fort’s brow wrinkled at the thought “Which is just as well... I don’t like it.” he murmured darkly.

***
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GISELLE LEANT OVER the console and grabbed another clear Holo-vid crystal from a rapidly diminishing pile. “These messages are flooding in from everywhere. What on earth is everyone asking to know about?”
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