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To the Second Great Love of my life:

Mayble C. Webster

1904 – 1989

Or as I was privileged to call her

“Grandma”

The world became a darker place the day you left us.

All we can do now is work hard to make you proud.
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Royal Palace

March 8, 5252

Moana looked at the light under the door for a couple of minutes. She watched it flicker off, then on again—about every thirty seconds. Good. The Time Dilation Field was working precisely as it should.

She headed to the Spartan Base barracks. It was going to be a very long night for Charlie.



Charlie was overwhelmed at first.

CAT began with a comprehensive study of languages in general, then, after about a week, shifted to the language currently spoken in this era. Charlie was amazed by how languages changed over time.

If you told students that the language spoken on the Mayflower—technically English, but a late form of Middle English—would be mostly unintelligible to modern speakers, they would be baffled.

As Charlie learned, any living language evolves. For example, you could say something was groovy, and most kids today might still recognize it. But give it a hundred years, and no one would understand—it would lack the cultural context. Multiply that by a few centuries—or, in this case, thousands of years—and it’s practically a whole new language.

A routine quickly developed.

Each morning, Charlie would ask about his mom. The strange part? CAT would calmly report, “Thirty seconds have passed. She’s still fine.” Then Charlie would ask to see footage of the assassination—he felt it was essential to keep the mission fresh in his mind. Then came breakfast, a shower, and his studies.

CAT led the language lessons, which lasted about five hours a day. Ri-Ri handled the cultural education. That part was actually more challenging for Charlie, so he was glad CAT, who was a bit judgmental, didn’t teach it.

Charlie had once taken a marker from the room and given Ri-Ri a beauty mark—a simple red dot at the top of her hockey-puck-like body.

Ri-Ri loved it.

“It makes me the hot sister. CAT, don’t be jelly.”

CAT didn’t dignify that with a response.

Charlie learned about the evolution of word meanings and usage. In some cases, languages like Spanish and English had merged, so that nearly everyone could understand one another. It took centuries, but several global languages had blended this way.

What really amazed him, though, was society. Everything had changed after the Digital Revolution. With society shattered and most governments gone, people had to rebuild from the ground up—new rules, new norms, even new languages.

That was also when the first King of Earth, Reginald I, rose to power—Charlie’s great-great-great...somewhere-back-there grandfather.

As the days passed, Charlie read books—at first, children’s books. What scared him was how hard they were. The first few he tried, he struggled with.

After the first month, CAT made a declaration.

“You are getting fat.”

Charlie blinked. “What? Are you insulting me now?”

CAT was entirely unconcerned.

“You have gained 900 grams since entering the room.”

Charlie, trying to recall his science classes, squinted. “So... a few paperclips?”

CAT pushed the point.

“That is the equivalent of 1.98416 pounds. At this rate, you will gain almost twelve pounds before we’re done.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “So I gain a bit of weight. I’m studying, not training.”

CAT replied with unexpected seriousness.

“If you get fat in here, you will be less effective when tracking down those behind the assassination and protecting your family.”

Charlie had to admit she had a point.

Thus began daily training: calisthenics every morning. It started at 30 minutes a day, with one minute added each day.

His day was filled with physical exercise and language study. The evenings, though, were the fun part. Ri-Ri introduced him to entertainment—starting with children’s programs, then teen shows, and eventually adult content. She loved romantic comedies.

After a few films, Charlie grew suspicious.

“Ri-Ri, are you secretly a romantic?”

Ri-Ri paused. “These are effective tools for teaching cultural norms and modern values. The fact that it’s fun is just a bonus.”

Charlie laughed. “You are a romantic. Is there a male computer you’ve got your eye on? I’d be happy to assign you to him.”

Ri-Ri dismissed the idea.

“No. As prototypes, any other computer would be outdated and boring. Now, that actor in the last movie—Tomas? I’d love to meet him. He’s from Florida, and you know what they say about men from Florida?”

Charlie grinned, thinking of the Florida he knew. “Their Social Security check always arrives on time?”

Ri-Ri laughed. “No. Now, Florida is where the ‘young, hip crowd’ lives.”

Charlie chuckled. “Maybe my grandfather, but I wouldn’t call Florida the young, hip crowd.”



By the second month, CAT spoke to Charlie only in the new language. He was allowed to ask for clarification—but only in that language.

As time passed, Charlie was able to understand historical speeches and political broadcasts. He watched several speeches by his biological father.

Charlie realized he’d need to be careful—father could mean two different people now—the biological father, and the man who raised him.

From what he could tell, his father had cared about his people—but didn’t know how to help them. Charlie understood: if you’ve never been hungry, it’s hard to relate to those who are. That might be a clue. Perhaps the assassins were a group frustrated by the government’s failures. That possibility had to be considered.

In the fifth month, Ri-Ri began teaching recent history—dealings with alien governments, starting with initial contact by the Earth Navy. Charlie studied cultural reports, treaties, and analyses by Earth’s scientists and anthropologists.

Then came a realization: to Charlie, Earth itself now felt like an alien place.

Ri-Ri quickly corrected him.

“To them, we’re the aliens. Best not to point that out—it could be considered racist.”

Charlie agreed.

There was one species made entirely of sentient plant life. Because their planet was volcanically active, animal life had never evolved. There were also many other planets with mammalian or even humanoid life—some similar to humans, while others were wildly different.

About a week before the training ended, Charlie noticed something: he was reading technical and scientific reports in the new language with fluency.

Ultimately, CAT delivered her summary.

“You now speak the language at an adult level, read at a college level, and are up to date on modern culture. Outside the Time Dilation field, 90 minutes have passed.”

Charlie was stunned—all this time, months compressed into 90 minutes.

“So,” he asked, “how old am I now, by my own timeline? I was almost 17 when I came in here. I’ve lost count—and the math’s weird.”

Ri-Ri answered.

“You’re nearly 18 now, considering the time it took for Ephori Moana to find your family and the time spent in training.”

CAT followed up in a brisk tone.

“As everyone was heading to bed when you entered, and they’re nearly asleep now, we can deactivate the field. You’ll sleep the night here and be ready for tomorrow.”

Charlie nodded. That would help him reintegrate more smoothly.

“Can you let Moana know we’re done when she wakes up? Also—she didn’t wait outside the whole time, did she?”

CAT sounded almost amused.

“No. She went to the Spartan Barracks for the night. She’ll return first thing in the morning. I’ll notify her when she wakes.”

Charlie lay down to sleep, knowing the real work was just about to begin.
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At 5:30 a.m. the next morning, Moana woke up and did the same thing she’d done the night before—she worried about Charlie.

Once she was up and dressed, her communicator buzzed with a message from CAT. Charlie was done and currently asleep. CAT had kept the Time Dilation Field active for another hour in the outside time, after he fell asleep so that he would be waking soon.

Moana was relieved. The pictures of people who had exited the field early—back when it was still being tested—were enough to give anyone nightmares.

She headed to the palace and sat outside the containment room, waiting for Charlie to wake up.

Charlie woke up after a restful night’s sleep.

“CAT, is Moana awake yet?”

CAT responded immediately, as if anticipating the question.

“Good morning. She is waiting outside.”

Charlie nodded, showered, shaved, and got dressed in the same gray sweats he’d been wearing for the past six months.

He stripped the bed and gathered the trash. No one cleaning this room would find a mess left by him.

Standing at the door, he looked back at CAT, remembering Moana’s warning from six months ago.

“Is the field turned off?”

CAT seemed pleased by his awareness.

“Yes. You are safe to exit.”

Charlie opened the door to find Moana sitting in a chair—one she had apparently moved there herself, sometime after he’d gone in.

It had been six months since he’d had any human contact. Overwhelmed with emotion, he didn’t speak. He simply walked over and gave her a long, tight hug.

He whispered into her ear, in the new language he’d learned,

“I think this is yours. Thank you for being here, so I could do that. I’ve missed everyone so much. But you and Mom... more than anyone.”

Moana leaned into the hug, cherishing it. She normally wasn’t a hugger, but this young man was the exception.

“I knew it would be hard being isolated for that long. I’ve been on missions like that. I’m glad you’re okay.”

Charlie pulled back and smiled.

“And now I can speak the language, right? What do you think?”

Moana smiled and shook her head.

“You’ve got a really strong Texas accent.”

Charlie chuckled.

“Yeah, there’s a reason for that.”

They both laughed, and for a moment, it was just joy and relief.

Then Charlie's stomach rumbled, reminding him of the one thing he still needed.

“Do they do breakfast here? I’m so tired of the food in there.”

Moana laughed.

“Yes. Let’s get you some real food. Spartan breakfast is this way.”

Carma sat at the business breakfast she’d hosted every morning for the past seven days with her advisors. She’d started the meetings the day after the assassination, to help with the transition of power.

But today, her thoughts were elsewhere—on what Charlie had said the night before: that someone in this room might be involved in the plot to kill her husband... and possibly her.

There was Ephori Michaelson, head of the Spartan Corps and Earth’s defense. He had served as a Spartan for forty years. Carma couldn’t imagine him being involved.

There was Andress, the head of the Technology Department. He ensured Earth remained at the forefront of innovation—and that technology wasn’t misused, as it had been during the Digital Revolution. His role wasn’t political, and at 210 years old, he was nearing retirement. She didn’t see him being part of it either.

Then there was Tana, the head of the Planetary Senate. The King had supported her campaign financially, as he couldn’t legally endorse candidates. Carma didn’t suspect her.

Then there was Dinar, head of the Planetary House of Representatives. He was considered the opposition, but had never been a real problem. Maybe he had a motive, but he’d need a lot to gain from it.

Lastly, there was Mitchil, the Prime Minister—the person in charge of all departments under the planetary government. The King had supported and officially appointed him. Carma wanted to believe he was loyal.

They discussed government business over breakfast, as usual. None could leave until she did.

Once she finished eating, she asked,

“Is there any other business we need to discuss?”

Mitchil spoke up.

“My Queen, I would like to stay and speak to you about a matter of great importance to the government. However, I wish to be sensitive to royal feelings, so perhaps it’s best discussed in private.”

Carma nodded. She already knew what this was about.

She also recalled Charlie’s words—about his "circle of trust." Mitchil wasn’t in it. She’d need to be cautious.

She looked at the rest of the ministers and said,

“Thank you all for your updates. If there’s nothing else, you are excused. Please have a good day doing the people’s work.”

The ministers rose and left. Mitchil took the seat beside her—just as he had yesterday.

He began, just as before.

“My Queen, how are you holding up in this difficult time?”

She had previously confided in him—shared her sleepless nights and grief. But now, with trust in question, she wouldn’t reveal more. Still, it was useful to offer him a little hope.

She gave a small smile.

“I slept better. Thank you for asking. Also... I think we may have a lead on the assassination.”

Mitchil’s eyes lit up.

“Really? That’s amazing! Last I heard, the investigators believed it was a lone shooter. What’s been found?”

Carma waved her hand.

“Nothing yet. But we may have a new source. All will be revealed in time.”

Mitchil nodded, then finally got to the real reason he’d stayed behind.

“Have you given any thought to the idea of re-marrying? You are doing wonderfully, but the tradition is that there be two in the royal role.”

Carma nodded again. She had no intention of marrying Mitchil—as he had implied yesterday—but for now, it was best to give him hope.

“I’ve been thinking about it. After a traditional mourning period, I would be prepared to consider it. To do less would dishonor the King. Also, I’d like to see where the investigation leads. It would not do to accidentally marry the one behind it.”

Mitchil bowed his head slightly, his tone deferential.

“As you say, my Queen. That would be two weeks. If I may be of service, I am—as always—yours to command. If there’s nothing else, I’ll be on my way.”

Carma nodded, and he left the room.

She sat for a moment, deep in thought.

She was hedging her bets.

If Charlie didn’t stay, she could remarry—perhaps even Mitchil—and continue to lead. But if Charlie did stay... then mother and son could rule together.
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Charlie was eating breakfast, and it tasted like the best breakfast he’d ever had.

“This is fabulous. Do Spartans always eat this well?”

Moana gave him a dubious look.

“No. Like I said yesterday, this is for injured soldiers. We feed them better than the rest of the Corps. It’s not normally this much, though.”

Charlie shoveled a large bite of freshly cooked food into his mouth. It was so much better than the insta-meals he’d been eating—basically frozen food reheated with little care.

“This is so good.  So much better than the insta-meals I have been eating.”

Moana looked at him and smiled.  “Yeah, that is what they give Spartan’s on Mission, and six months of that, I would surrender, just form that.”

Charlie looked at her, as he remembered they had work to do—the mission for the Queen.

He paused mid-bite and looked at Moana.

“So, I figure we’ll need a place to work, and information—CAT and Ri-Ri can handle that. We’ll also need paper for notes and facts. Is there anything I’m missing?”

Moana nodded, thinking it over.

“Hard to say until we dig in. We should ask for the conference room we used yesterday—there’s space, and we can secure it. Also, we’ll need to get you a room here, somewhere to stay.”

Charlie nodded.

“Yeah, I don’t want to go back to that room. It’d be nice knowing I can come and go freely. But I don’t want to be reminded of the last six months. CAT said you’ve been staying at the Spartan Barracks. We should get you a room too—no need for you to keep bouncing back and forth. And I can’t imagine it’s the lap of luxury.”

Moana waved him off.

“No, I’m a Spartan. I don’t need a room in the Royal Palace.”

Charlie let it go—he knew how much being a Spartan meant to her. But he also knew who could help with all of that.

“CAT, can you put in a request to see the Queen? Say it’s Ephori Moana and the ‘Foreign Dignitary.’ She’ll know who that is.”

CAT responded almost instantly. “The Queen can see you in one hour. She’s finishing a breakfast meeting with her advisors.”

Charlie stood, collecting their trays. “Great. That gives us time to go check on Mom.”

Moana raised an eyebrow. “You know, members of the Royal House aren’t supposed to clear the table.”

Charlie paused and smiled. “While I was in there, I read a lot about my biological father. I think part of the problem was he never had to go hungry, or work for anything. Never heard the word no. Cleaning up after yourself, it builds character.”

Moana gave him a puzzled look.

Charlie shrugged. “Cartoon character. But still—character.”

Moana laughed.



While they waited to meet with the Queen, they stopped by the Medical Center to check on Twyla.

She was, of course, unconscious—but it meant the world to Charlie to see her again after so long.

He shook his head. “This time travel stuff will mess with your brain.”

Moana smiled. “You’re not the first one to notice that.”

As the Center was quiet, Doctor Tena appeared quickly, looking bright and happy to see them. She turned to Moana.

“Can you tell the young man that his mother is doing well—responding to treatment—and should fully recover soon?”

Charlie raised an eyebrow. “Well, you can tell me yourself, if you’d like.”

Doctor Tena’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh! My apologies. I didn’t realize you had learned the language. Time Dilation Room?”

Charlie nodded. “Yeah. I was in there overnight. For about six months.”

Tena nodded knowingly. “Yes—and you were born there. I don’t envy you doing it alone. The Queen and I were in there together, and we became very close.”

Charlie smiled. “It was a nice room—for one. It would’ve been cramped with two.”

Tena lowered her head slightly. “She was also there to mourn your father. We spent many ‘nights’ with her crying, and me trying to comfort her. When you were born... she got a piece of him back. You look a lot like him.”

Charlie nodded, touched by the moment.

“Doctor,” he asked gently, “would it be a breach of medical ethics if I gave you a hug?”

Tena blinked. “No, but I—”

Too late. He hugged her.

He whispered in her ear. “Thank you. For everything you’ve done—for the Queen, for Moana and me, and for what you’re doing for my mom. You’re a wonderful doctor... and a good friend.”

When he let go, Tena looked stunned and a little unsteady. Moana stepped in to take her arm.

Charlie looked concerned. “Did I hurt you?”

Tena smiled. “No. I was just thinking—if I were fifty years younger, you’d be in trouble.”

Charlie grinned. “The only reason you know how old I am is because you delivered me. If not for that, you wouldn’t have a clue.”

Tena gave a wry smile. “Yeah, putting your first diaper on—that really kills the attraction.”

They both laughed.



After checking on Twyla, Charlie and Moana returned to wait for their meeting with the Queen. While they waited, Moana reviewed all the etiquette they needed to maintain appearances.

Before long, they were summoned to the Throne Room.

Moana led the way, but had to grab Charlie’s arm to stop him from walking too far ahead. They both knelt before the Queen.

A voice echoed through the chamber. Distant. Formal.

“Ephori Moana, what news do you have on your special mission?”

Moana looked at Charlie, then back down at the floor.

“We’re just getting started. We’ve brought our special guest up to speed. There are a few things we’ll need to proceed effectively.”

Charlie could tell she was being deliberately vague. He’d follow her lead.

“Is our guest up to speed?” the Queen asked, as casually as one might ask about the weather.

Charlie answered.

“Yes, Your Highness, I am. We humbly request a secure room in the Palace to work from, office supplies for taking notes, and quarters here so we can focus entirely on the mission.”

The Queen paused.

“As you say... there will always be a Texas. You have an interesting accent. I’ll arrange quarters and a private conference room secured to your DNA. My assistant will see to your supply needs.”

Charlie sensed she wanted to say more—but wasn’t sure how.

He decided to help.

“If it pleases Your Highness, we’d like to give you daily updates—delivered either by message or in person.”

There was a pause.

“In person,” she said. “I’d like that very much. We’ll work out the details... over dinner.”

Charlie heard the smile in her voice, even if he couldn’t see her face.

“I look forward to your first report. Now, I must attend to other matters.”

They had been dismissed.

Moana took over.

“As you say, Your Majesty.” She stood, and Charlie rose beside her.



As they left, they were met by a young woman. At least, Charlie thought she was young—she could be eighteen, or a hundred and eighty-five. Hard to tell.

She looked down at her clipboard as she approached.

“Ephori Moana, the Queen anticipated your need and has assigned you to the Ambassadorial Quarters on Level Three. They’re normally used for visiting dignitaries and should provide more than enough space. Security is in place—you’ll be DNA scanned at entry. What office supplies do you require?”

Moana smiled.

“Dena, this is Charlie. He’ll be helping with our investigation. Dena is the Queen’s assistant. She keeps everything running.”

Charlie nodded to Dena—handshakes had gone out of style a few millennia ago. She nodded back.

“We’ll need notepads and pencils,” Charlie said, “maybe a corkboard—”

Dena looked at him like he’d stepped out of a time machine. Which, to be fair, he had.

Moana jumped in.

“Please forgive him—he’s not used to our tech. Two tablets with plenty of storage, and a wall monitor. I assume the conference room already has one?”

Dena nodded.

“Yes. It’s fully equipped. Most of its systems are isolated from the Palace’s network. That’s why the Queen chose it. The suite occupies most of the third floor—any door will grant you access. Maintenance and cleaning have been suspended until your mission is complete.”

Charlie was impressed—and grateful.

“Thank you for setting this up. Let us know if we need anything else.”

Dena looked at him oddly, then glanced at Moana, clearly surprised by his politeness.

Moana stepped in.

“Yes. Thank you, Dena. We’ll let you know.”

Dena shook her head with a bemused smile and walked away.

Charlie looked at Moana.

“What did I say?”

Moana grinned.

“Royal assistants aren’t used to being thanked. It caught her off guard.”

Charlie smiled.

“Then I’m glad I said it.”

Moana just smiled and led him toward the lift to the third floor.
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They went to the first door they came to on the third floor. As Moana reached for the handle, CAT interrupted.

“Please wait for DNA verification. This is a much slower system than what I did for you at your home, so it will take a moment.”

A red light scanned over Moana, followed by a soft beep. She opened the door and stepped inside. Charlie followed, only to be scanned as well.

CAT sounded annoyed.

“It can only scan one person at a time, so access is slower. Typical of that engineer.”

Charlie shook his head.

“Why don’t you fix it instead of complaining?”

CAT paused.

“...Good idea.”

Charlie turned to say something to Moana when CAT interrupted again.

“Done. I’ve also updated the software.”

Charlie shook his head with a smirk.

“See? Better to fix it than complain about it.”

He pulled Ri-Ri out of his pocket and set her on the table beside CAT. Rubbing his eyes, he finally allowed himself a moment to breathe. Then a thought hit him.

“By the way... where are we?”

Moana gave him a puzzled look.

“What do you mean?”

Charlie stopped rubbing his eyes and looked over at her.

“With everything going on, I never asked. We stepped through a portal in Dallas and came out at the Royal Palace. Where exactly is that?”

Moana nodded. She’d wondered the same thing herself sixteen years earlier.

“We’re in eastern Kansas, near Lebanon. It was chosen because it's the geographical center of the old United States. Since the first King was American, this is where they built the palace. Spartan Headquarters and most of the government are in Kansas City, so the royal family is seen as removed from politics. Honestly, it was kind of a stroke of genius.”

Charlie nodded slowly.

“But... aren’t the winters pretty harsh?”

Moana laughed.

“Not anymore. We’ve figured out weather control. We still get snow, but it usually falls at night and melts by morning. The only places that get full-force winter now are Spartan training areas.”

Charlie shook his head in disbelief.

“Okay... Kansas. Makes no sense, but sure.”

He refocused.

“Right, time to get to work. We’ve got two big questions: who the assassin was, and what weapon he used. Let’s split up and tackle both.”

Moana nodded in agreement.

“CAT,” Charlie continued, “can you investigate the weapon used in the assassination? Ri-Ri, check records on the assassin—find out why he did it, what pushed him to this.”

CAT replied,

“Understood.”

Ri-Ri added,

“You got it, boss.”

Moana walked over with two devices that looked like sleek tablets and handed one to Charlie.

He looked at her, surprised.

“What’s this?”

Moana smiled.

“This is the notepad you asked for. We’ve moved a little beyond pen and paper.”

Charlie examined the device.

“Cool. Can I play games on it?”

Moana shook her head.

“No, they’re government property. Put your thumb on the red circle—it’ll log you in with your DNA.”

Charlie pressed the glowing red dot. It pulsed briefly, then unlocked.

“That is very cool,” he said.

Moana gave him a deadpan look.

“Yes. The thing every school kid has, and you’re amazed by it. Great.”

Charlie frowned.

“Why didn’t I get one of these in the Time Dilation Room?”

“We printed physical notepads for you,” Moana said. “We figured that was more familiar—and I didn’t want you playing with the tablet for six months instead of studying.”

Charlie nodded.

“Fair. I definitely would’ve.”

At that moment, CAT chimed in.

“I have a report on the weapon, if you’d like it now.”

Charlie was surprised it came so quickly—but then again, it was CAT.

Images appeared on the wall monitor as CAT spoke.

“The weapon is a modified design based on a firearm used during the conflict on Patricia, a planet at the edge of the galaxy. This version is smaller—meant to go undetected—and was 3D printed. The original Patricia design used simple projectiles, much like bullets from your era. This version, however, fires a smart projectile that scans for DNA and only explodes upon matching the programmed target. That’s likely why it passed through two Spartans without detonating and only exploded upon impact with the King. My apologies, Ephori.”

Moana studied the image.

“Thank you, CAT. I remember the impact. It definitely hurt going through me—and it packed a punch.”

“Analysis of the fragments,” CAT continued, “suggests it contained a liquid explosive compound known as Symtec’s—an ancient, unstable military explosive rarely used due to its volatility.”

Charlie leaned forward.

“So, military tech from two different systems combined? That’s significant. Can the palace scanners detect this type of weapon now?”

CAT responded instantly.

“Done. I’ve updated their operating system.”

Moana gave Charlie a look.

“Seems the only thing everyone agrees on is how to kill each other.”

Charlie frowned.

“Ri-Ri, what do we know about the person who used the weapon?”

Ri-Ri replied,

“His name was Davin. Minor functionary in the Department of State. He’d worked there for forty years, starting in the mailroom. Born in New York to a family with a long history in the Department—his brother and sister still work there, though they’re currently on leave due to the investigation. Davin was a good student, went to a respected college, and had a long, solid employment record. Married with three children.”
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