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Prologue


The crowd chanted “Mick—ey! Mick—ey!” so loudly the floorboards shook.


Ernie peered around the curtain and withdrew out of sight. “Better get out there, Mick, before they tear the place down.”


“Mick—ey! Mick—ey!”


Mickey closed his eyes, trying to lose himself to the rhythm of the sounds.


The chanting grew louder, faster. “Mick—ey! Mick—ey!” People stamped their feet and the auditorium trembled with anticipation.


Ernie tossed the Sphere from hand to hand like a juggler. The glowing device the size of a grapefruit contained advanced alien technology—the prize the Europans gave Earth when Mickey passed the Test.


The producer tapped Mickey on the shoulder and shouted over the din, “Remember what happened in Chicago.” The Sphere encounter in Chicago had coincided with Oktoberfest. Several inebriated people in the audience had rushed the stage.


Mickey signaled to one of the stagehands and mouthed the words, “Show Time.” The curtain rose and the audience jumped to their feet, clapping and screaming. The sound in the auditorium became deafening.


Ernie remained behind the curtain while Mickey walked slowly to the center of the stage. A hush fell over the crowd. At first Mickey stared back without smiling. Then he thrust both arms into the air like Rocky Balboa—pandemonium!


When it seemed the building would shake apart, Ernie walked out and joined Mickey. Mickey wore his usual sport coat and tailored pants. Ernie always dressed from head to toe in silver, the color of the space-faring residents of Jupiter’s moon Europa, although he was born in Chicago. As soon as he appeared holding the Sphere, the auditorium became silent with all eyes riveted on the alien device.


Ernie’s silver garment reflected back the glare from the stage lights highlighting beads of sweat on his forehead. Sphere encounters made him nervous. Nobody knew why the Europans selected him, a former Marine Ranger and boat mechanic from Twin Lakes Resort in the California High Sierra Mountains, as the keeper of the Sphere, not even Ernie. Nobody cared either, except Mickey. Mickey had become obsessed with the Test, Ernie, the Sphere…everything Europan. The more he thought about the Europans’ Test and the Sphere, the less it all made sense! Vickie could see his growing funk and more than once had encouraged him to let go of the past, often with her characteristic colorful language. “Stop being effing jealous about David going to Europa instead of you! You wouldn’t have left Earth anyway. You won’t even leave home! Besides, hasn’t the Sphere already cured psoriasis and provided the formula for cold fusion? Who knows what it’s going to do next? Why can’t you be happy? Stop being a jerk.”


As Mickey and Ernie bowed one last time signaling that the evening’s main event was about to commence, the audience got to their feet again clapping and whistling. At the back of the auditorium a group of Sphere Cult members raised signs and yelled the loudest while waving around miniature Sphere Cult key rings with lights inside. After several minutes of it, Mickey raised his hands for quiet and the audience took their seats.


Vickie sat front row center bracketed by her mother Marie, who preened for the cameras, and Melanie Dilman who rose from broadcasting obscurity to Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist by breaking the story of alien contact.


Melanie thrust her microphone under Vickie’s chin. “We’re here with one of the original Europans.”


“I’m from Burbank, California,” Vickie interrupted.


Melanie’s smile could curdle milk. “Always modest, how sweet…What are they going to do tonight, dear?”


“I don’t—” Vickie began.


Melanie faced the microphone and talked over Vickie. “They fixed the ozone layer last week and wiped out malaria the week before.” She batted her eyelashes. “What will it be this time, dear?”


“What?” Vickie pretended to have trouble hearing Melanie over the buzzing of the crowd. Thanks to her Europan-enhanced senses, Vickie could hear a gnat sizzling on a light bulb at the back of the auditorium.


“I said, what miracle are they pulling out of the Sphere tonight, dear?” Melanie shouted.


Vickie cupped her hand over Melanie’s ear and shouted back. “You’ve seen this show before, haven’t you?”


Melanie gestured the cut sign to her sound technician, then smiled unctuously at Vickie. “In broadcasting it’s called a lead-in, dear.” She repositioned the microphone under Vickie’s chin deliberately bumping it. “Remind our audience what’s on tonight’s agenda. A few words should be enough…maybe finish by blowing a kiss to Mickey?”


Vickie sighed. “Everybody knows what’s going to happen.”


Melanie made the cut sign again and continued smiling…at least her teeth did. “Just a hint, dear?”


Vickie knew that Melanie had the temperament of a pit bull. She leaned towards the microphone. “The people on stage ask for something, and if it’s okay with the Sphere, the answer pops out—just like the friggin’ Wizard of Oz. How’s that?”


Melanie made the cut sign again. “Erase that part,” she snarled at her soundman.


Vickie’s mother tugged on her sleeve and Vickie turned away from Melanie. “All the networks are here. Why don’t you announce it tonight?”


“Announce what?”


“Your engagement.”


“We’re not engaged.”


Marie smiled at the cameras and spoke out of the side of her mouth. “You can tell me, I’m your mother.”


“When he asks me, I’ll let you know.” Vickie faced forward.


Mickey scanned the young faces in the audience eagerly waiting for the Sphere encounter to begin. He hoped they still had normal lives ahead of them, lives filled with both bruises and triumphs, the way life should be. Too late for me, he thought, forcing himself to keep smiling.


Unlike Mickey, the rest of humanity saw the alien hard drive in Ernie’s hand as a gift ushering in a golden age on planet Earth, and why not? The Europans claimed to have achieved the pinnacle of evolution. Besides being immortal, they’d traveled everywhere in the galaxy worth visiting and knew everything worth knowing. But when Mickey and his friends were brought to Europa after Mickey passed their test, only two of the aliens were still functioning. They were too dumb to realize that even immortal know-it-alls need some kind of purpose to keep going.


After enhancing the teens’ bodies with technology that extended their lifespans and increased their capabilities, the Europans explained the purpose of their test and why they tried it out on Mickey. Mickey realized now that, lost in the wonder of riding in a flying saucer and meeting aliens, he would have believed in the tooth fairy.


The Europans explained how they’d planned to save themselves by reintroducing a dash of chaos to their world and then spending a few milliseconds of every day undoing it. Fortunately for them, the galaxy is filled with sentient organic races, one more unpredictable and crazy than the next. The Europans were convinced that a colony of such beings was sure to make a mess of things. Cleaning up the mess would provide something for them to do besides calculating the value for pi, which they’d already done.


Mickey heard the crowd murmuring with anticipation, but couldn’t stop thinking about the Europans. True, their wondrous city in a bubble under Europa’s ice offered infinite possibilities, but that was precisely the problem! The organic races brought there so far couldn’t deal with it. Invariably one crazy individual schemed to control everything, which meant eliminating everyone else. The arrogant aliens weren’t smart enough to realize that they needed an organic race with the trait of benevolence, a species that knew how to share.


They searched the galaxy for such a race for several millennia, testing organic species from multiple worlds without success. More and more Europans inactivated, until there were only two still computing. For the Europans, planet Earth was the last stop. Because Mickey passed the Europan’s test by demonstrating benevolence, the Europans gave humanity the Sphere, supposedly as a reward. Actually, Ernie maintained sole custody of the Sphere and only he could touch it without painful consequences. Everyone on Earth, including Vickie, considered the Sphere a ‘gift from the gods.’ Mickey kept reminding her that the Trojan Horse was a gift too.


He glanced at the Sphere. The damn thing came with a catch. Earth’s history books referred to it as the Choice (usually as a footnote in small print). To gain access to the advanced knowledge inside, a male and female from the group of Mickey and his friends, Mickey, his best friend David, Pam, and Vickie, needed to agree to become Europa’s version of Adam and Eve. Mickey knew he’d been the logical choice, and so did everyone else. Besides that, by then he and Vickie were becoming an item. But with time running out before the Europans’ deal expired, along with the last functioning Europan, Mickey realized he couldn’t leave home. If David and Pam hadn’t gone instead, the Sphere would still be on Europa in a city full of inactive alien computers with legs.


Everybody expects me to pretend things are great and we’ll all live happily ever after, Mickey thought. What a joke. He wouldn’t admit it publically, but if he had another chance to take the Europans’ test, he’d deliberately flunk it. He had one purpose now, to figure out what the Europans were really up to before it was too late. Only he could see the Sphere for what it really was, a ticking time bomb that would destroy the world if nobody shut it down.


Ernie raised his hands for quiet, his right hand holding up the glowing Sphere. At the sight of it, the pandemonium in the auditorium stopped. Even the Cult members returned to their seats. As expected a few people fainted, the ones standing too long straining to see from the cheap seats.


Ernie beckoned off stage with his free hand and a procession of olive-complected men appeared from behind the curtain. The leader, a Johnny Depp look-alike, stopped a few paces from Ernie and bowed.


“Where are you folks from?” Ernie asked.


Behind him, Mickey’s eyes scanned the audience until he found Vickie. Marie waved to him making sure the networks spotted her, especially Melanie Dilman. Marie’s lips mouthed, “That’s my daughter’s fiancé.” Mickey ignored her and stayed focused on Vickie.


The leader approached the microphone and cleared his throat. “Your honor—” he began.


“Just Ernie.” Ernie hated formality almost as much as he hated crowds.


“Of course.” The leader bowed again. “Oh great and Just Ernie…”


Ernie shook his head. “Let’s get right to it. What do you want to ask the Sphere?” Everyone was waiting for this moment and the leader of the people on stage had one chance to phrase his question correctly. To receive any useful information from the Sphere, he had to ask for something with humanitarian value, not a container of gold bars to pay for the accidental death of the pool maintenance guy making eyes at his wife. If the group’s leader failed, his people would walk away empty-handed and he’d have to face an angry crowd outside.


“A moment please.” The leader huddled with his entourage in animated discussion.


Ernie faced the audience. “Everybody knows how this works. If we ask the Sphere the right question”—he held up the Sphere causing a chorus of gasps—“this little guy gives us the answer.” He looked at the leader. “Are you ready?”


The leader glanced at his associates one last time, then straightened his posture and cleared his throat. “Oh great and powerful alien temple of knowledge—”


“Just spit it out,” Ernie interrupted.


The leader cleared his throat again, this time louder. “Our children die from intestinal diseases caused by polluted water. Please tell us how to provide clean water for our people.”


Ernie waved to someone offstage and a large screen descended from the ceiling. The anticipation in the auditorium reached a level “10” on the Richter scale. Ernie held the Sphere high and a beam of light shot from it filling the screen with symbols, equations, and images. Two scientists in the group on stage edged closer and studied the screen. After conferring, one of them turned to the leader and nodded. Smiling with gratitude, the leader shook hands with Ernie and the auditorium thundered with applause. Mickey smiled but kept looking straight ahead. Only Vickie knew how he really felt.


The Sphere’s main antagonist was in the audience that night, General Moreland Westlock, head of America’s not-so-secret-anymore Defense Intelligence Agency. The general earned his notoriety when he blew his covert agency’s cover by botching the capture of the flying saucer while being videoed by Melanie Dilman and broadcasted live to the entire world. Judging by the scowl that never left his face, he hadn’t forgotten.


Mickey stood outside the auditorium, waving goodbye to the last of the audience filing out. A few people remained, including several Cult members and some folks standing in line waiting for autographs. Being shy, Ernie always left this part to Mickey and had slipped out the back door the moment the curtain went down.


When the Sphere arrived on Earth and people learned how to ask it the right questions, the world began changing. Not everybody liked it. Governments and special interest groups who preferred the good old days of war, famine, pestilence, and disease, kept trying to steal the Sphere to put a stop to it. No one could pull it off as only Ernie could touch the Sphere. Besides that, he, Mickey and Vickie had Europan nannites circulating in their blood, microscopic machines constantly repairing and strengthening their bodies giving them extended lifespans and unusual powers. The Sphere Network, as Ernie called it, linked them together, including Pam and David, day and night. Pam and David lived four hundred million miles away, but Mickey and Vickie could communicate with them whenever they wanted using their palm discs linked to Ernie’s special television.


Mickey signed autographs until the last person in line edged forward, a teenaged boy. Mickey took the boy’s paper and pen. “What’s your name?” he asked.


“Harvey.”


Mickey scribbled a message, the same one every time, and signed it. “What grade are you in, Harvey?”


“I don’t go to school anymore,” Harvey replied.


Mickey handed Harvey back the paper and pen. “How old are you?”


“Thirteen.”


Mickey studied Harvey’s face. “You must be smart if you’ve already graduated.”


“Don’t need to go to school. Everything I need to know is in the Sphere.”


Mickey’s dark thoughts began flooding back. “What do you want to be when you grow up?”


Harvey looked confused.


“What kind of job do you want?” Mickey persisted.


“Why do I need a job?”


Mickey’s heart sank. “Don’t you want to do something with your life?”


Harvey puffed out his chest. “I’m joining the Cult.”




Book I




Chapter One


Mickey lay awake all night staring at the ceiling. When morning light seeped through the window shades, he eased out of bed, grabbed his clothes, and dressed in the bathroom. After making sure Vickie still slept, he tiptoed to the front door, slipped on his shoes, and activated a touchpad mounted on the wall that summoned an automated car already waiting for him at the curb with its door open and a woman’s face smiling from the vid screen.


“Good morning,” she said. “The ambient temperature is twenty-two degrees Celsius, wind four kilometers per hour from the southwest with no chance of rain today. Where would you like to go?”


Mickey slumped into the seat. “Five years into the past.”


With a soft whoosh, the door closed. “I am unfamiliar with that address. Additional information is required to process your request.”


“Never mind,” Mickey muttered. “Take me to 16888 Catalina Street, Burbank.”


The car started in motion heading for the main line to join a train traveling west. “Estimated time of arrival eight minutes. Would you like to listen to music en route?”


“The Fifth Dimension,” Mickey replied sullenly.


“The universe has only four dimensions. Please restate your request.”


“Fuck off.”


“I am not programmed to respond to that request.” A list of psychiatric facilities within a five-kilometer radius appeared on the vid screen. “Enjoy the ride.”


Five minutes later, the car detached from the three hundred mile an hour train and resumed autonomous motion. It stopped three minutes later in front of David’s old house on Catalina Street.


Mickey walked to the perimeter of the house’s force field and stopped. He had been ten years old the day he moved in across the street, shy and painfully introverted. David had ridden up on his bike. “Hi,” he’d said, peering inside the back of the moving van. “My name’s David, but you can call me Davie. I live across the street.” He’d spied Mickey’s bike in the van. “Wanna go bike riding some time?”


The two boys had spent almost every day together after that, riding their bikes, lying on Mickey’s bed jawing about life, and five years later hopping a ride on a flying saucer to the moon and then to Europa with Vickie and Pam. Mickey felt the embers of anger always smoldering inside him burst into flame. Thanks to the Europans and their Test, he’d never be able to go bike riding with Davie again. They’d taken his old life away and given him a new one, whether he liked it or not. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could take it.


After a backwards glance at his old house, Mickey held up his palm, his silver disc implanted by the Europans flashed twice, and the force field extended around him allowing him inside.


As he started up the familiar walk the front door opened. For a moment Mickey half-expected to see David, but Ernie stood in the doorway instead sporting his signature smile. “Hey, Mick! Wasn’t expecting you. Come on in.”


Mickey rushed past Ernie into the house without exchanging greetings.


Ernie had occupied the house after David’s parents divorced. He didn’t change anything, except to bring along his favorite recliner chair and special television, the one he, Mickey, and Vickie used to stay in communication with Pam and David on Europa.


Mickey walked to the living room and picked up a framed photograph from the mantle. The photograph taken six years earlier showed he and David at the resort they visited every summer until David left for Europa. In the photograph, Mickey was holding up a rainbow trout with a grin on his face while David grimaced. Mickey stared at the photo fighting back tears.


Sensing his discomfort, Ernie dropped into his favorite chair and pointed at the couch. “What’s on your mind?”


Mickey remained standing. “I have a few questions for the Sphere.”


Ernie picked the Sphere off the coffee table. “Fire away.”


“Start with this one. Why is what’s happening on Earth now any different than what happened on Europa?”


Ernie frowned. “Not sure what you mean.”


“The Europans almost became extinct when they ran out of things to do, right?”


Ernie nodded. “Everybody knows that.”


“The same thing’s happening to us.”


“No it isn’t,” Ernie scoffed.


“Yes it is! Ask the Sphere what the human race is supposed to do next.” Mickey’s voice went up an octave.


“What’re you talking about, Mick?”


Mickey paced around the room. “Ask it what humanity’s supposed to do for our next big achievement. Build our own flying saucers and explore the solar system? Why bother? We can see a travelogue of the entire galaxy from the comfort of our easy chairs. How about finding a cure for cancer, or discovering the formula for cold fusion? Don’t need to. That stuff’s already posted on the internet.” He stopped pacing. “And ask the Sphere what the human race is supposed to do with itself besides becoming fat and useless.”


“You know you can’t ask the Sphere that kind of stuff, Mick. You have to ask a straightforward question, like how to make strawberry pancakes.” Ernie forced a smile.


“Then ask it why the Europans picked Davie instead of me.”


“We both know the answer to that one,” Ernie replied. “You wouldn’t have gone.”


“I never had the chance!” Mickey shouted.


“Of course you did.”


“Remember the aura when Davie and Pam held hands?” Mickey challenged. “It started as soon as we got back from Europa, before the Europans told us about the Choice. How come nothing happens when Vickie and I hold hands?”


“I don’t know, but what difference does it make?”


“It means the Choice was rigged. The Europans had already chosen Davie and Pam, and I want to know why.”




Chapter Two


Jupiter’s Moon Europa


The aquaski sped through Europa’s ocean just beneath the thirty-kilometer-thick shell of ice. As the submersible the size of a two-man jetski banked back and forth, the Europan designated R141 nicknamed Romeo wrapped two silver appendages around the aquaski’s saddle to hold on. The aquaski’s pilot Al, short for Alpha, grinned and poured on the power. His twin sister Bet, short for Beta, radioed for him to slow down. The more cautious of Pam and David’s twins, Bet was born one full minute before Al. She liked to refer to herself as the “big sister” which really ticked off her brother. The closer Bet’s aquaski moved to the forest of ice stalactites, the more she reduced speed.


Al noticed his sister slowing down and increased power. “Why are you slowing down?” he sent to Bet on an open communication channel.


“Perhaps your sister’s action is wise,” Romeo said to Al on the aquaski’s intercom.


“You chickening out?” Al asked.


Romeo pondered his response for two milliseconds, which qualified as serious consideration for an Europan. “Why would I choose to leave this location with a domesticated Earth bird?”


Despite the razor-sharp stalactites looming ahead, Al increased speed yet another notch. “It’s an expression that means you’re scared,” he replied.


The colored lights on Romeo’s face flashed with a riot of color. Al saw the colorful display reflected in his bubble helmet and tried not to laugh.


“Fear is an emotion. I have none,” Romeo said.


Al chuckled. “Then explain why you’re holding on so tight the ski’s frame is bending?”


“My apologies, Master Al. I was performing normal maintenance by testing the frame’s tensile strength.”


Bet saw her brother pulling farther ahead. Frowning, she increased speed.


“Mistress Bet,” said Juliet, the nickname for the Europan designated J232 riding behind her, “I believe it would be prudent to slow down.” Although Juliet looked identical to Romeo, it acted differently, not only its pattern of speech but its mannerisms—if sentient robots had mannerisms. At times it seemed almost feminine. Bet had observed it with flowers draped over its head when the Europan believed it was alone. She had begun referring to Juliet as “she”.


“Okay, I quit!” Bet sent to her brother. Her aquaski coasted to a stop.


“A wise decision,” Juliet said.


Bet heard Al’s voice, this time not via her helmet radio. The twins could speak telepathically. Nobody knew about their telepathic ability, not even their parents. Al stopped his aquaski within a meter of a giant stalactite. “I knew you would,” he sent. He reversed direction and used the aquaski’s thrusters to maneuver next to Bet. Romeo relaxed his grip.


“You’re driving like a crazy person,” Bet said to her brother on an open channel.


“It’s boring skiing in circles in the same area day after day,” he replied.


“I prefer boring to getting killed.”


“There’s nothing to see around here but water,” Al complained. “Why can’t we go someplace different for a change?”


“For your safety.”


“I’m tired of being safe.” Al turned his aquaski back towards the forest of stalactites.


Romeo sent to Juliet on a private channel, “The twins are about to engage in their favorite activity.”


“What activity is that?” sent back Juliet.


“The best word in the Earth database is mischief,” Romeo replied.


Al accelerated between two of the stalactites. “Come on,” he shouted.


“We’re not supposed to go in there!” Bet reversed thrust bringing her aquaski to an abrupt stop. “I’m your big sister and I order you to come back, now!”


“You’re not my big sister, but you’re a wuss,” Al radioed back.


“That does it,” Bet muttered. She started after her brother.


Al weaved his aquaski around the frozen pillars of Europa’s ocean for several minutes and stopped. Bet’s aquaski coasted to a stop next to his. “Why are we stopping here?” she asked.


“This place looks interesting,” Al replied. They had stopped in a column of water free of stalactites large enough to accommodate a Europan flying disc. The column continued above through the surface ice and below to the bedrock of the ocean floor.


“I find it necessary to point out, Mistress, that it would be unwise for you to remain in this location,” said Juliet. Geysers of water heated by Europa’s core occasionally shoot to the surface melting the ice. Being caught in such a geyser on an aquaski could prove dangerous, possibly fatal to beings made from flesh and blood.


“Let’s go down and have a look.” Al pointed the nose of his ski downward and began to descend into open water.


Bet craned her head over the side of her aquaski following Al’s path. “We’re not allowed to go down to the ocean floor,” she radioed. Al’s aquaski had already shrunk to a small dot of light.


“Your sister is correct,” Romeo said.


“Just a little farther,” Al replied.


“This whole area’s off limits.” Bet switched to telepathy. “Mom’s going to kill us if she finds out.”


“Stop being such a wimp and get down here,” Al radioed back. “I see something.”


“No,” Bet said.


“Dude, come down here!”


“This better be good.”


Juliet sent to Romeo on a private channel. “I have heard the children use the term Dude before. Can you explain what it means?”


“The children communicate using a very complex linguistic algorithm,” Romeo replied. “I am still analyzing it, but I have observed that within its structure a number divided by zero has a discrete value. It’s called Dude.”


“The quotient of any number divided by zero must be zero,” said Juliet.


“Precisely.”


Juliet vocalized the sound a hinge makes when it needs oil. “Grreech.”


“What was that?” Al sent to Bet.


“She’s pretending to clear her throat.” Bet sent back.


“Europans don’t have throats.”


“Don’t say anything. She gets defensive if you ask her about it.”


“Why do you keep referring to Juliet as she?”


Bet started downward. “The water’s getting warmer,” she said on an open channel.


“Because we are descending over an active volcano,” Juliet replied.


Bet radioed Al. “Are you crazy?”


“Stop worrying. I don’t detect any seismic activity.” Al coasted to a stop in the heated water of the volcano’s caldera.


“It is unwise to stop here, Master Al,” cautioned Romeo. “Seismic events can be unpredictable.”


“What’s that?” Al’s aquaski shot past the caldera’s rim and down to the ocean floor. Bet stopped her descent well above.


“Your brother’s actions are most unwise,” Juliet said.


“Come on! You gotta see this,” Al sent. “There’s something weird on the ocean floor.”


Before Juliet could protest, Bet pinpointed her brother’s location and engaged her forward thruster.


The two aquaskis hovered side by side with their spotlights aimed at a pyramidal mound of rock jutting from the ocean floor.


“You brought me down here to see that?” Bet asked.


“Does that rock pile look right to you?”


“I don’t spend a lot of time staring at piles of rocks, baby brother. Let’s go home.”


“Romeo, is that a natural structure?” Al asked.


“The probability of a lava protrusion assuming that precise shape and proportions is estimated at zero point one percent,” Romeo replied.


“See, I told you,” Al said.


“Great.” Bet turned her aquaski around. “Can we go home now?”


“Wait a minute.” Al stared at the rock pyramid. “Romeo, check the database. How long has it been here?”


“The database shows only flat ocean bottom at this location for the last one hundred thousand years,” Romeo replied, “but seismic activity can alter the local topography at any time.”


“Which is why your mother warned you not to aquaski here,” Juliet added.


Al nosed his aquaski closer. The rock pyramid loomed over him measuring twenty times as tall as the ski. “I see an opening like a door,” he said, “that shouldn’t be here. Let’s see what’s inside.”


“Master Al…” Romeo cautioned. Al’s aquaski disappeared inside.


“Get’s weirder by the minute,” Al radioed to Bet. “Come take a look.”


“I’ll give you three minutes, then we go home. You got that?” Bet engaged her forward thruster entering a chamber inside the pyramid. The lights of Al’s aquaski ascended above her and disappeared.


Al radioed to his sister. “Get up here. I see something.”


Bet accelerated after him until her aquaski popped out of the water inside a hollow space. Al’s aquaski rested several meters away beached on a ledge of rock. The aquaski’s spotlight illuminated a rock wall carved with lines of symbols. The wall appeared to be tinted blue.


Bet beached her aquaski next to Al’s and dismounted onto the ledge. She shined her helmet light around the chamber. “What is this place?”


“Haven’t seen writing like that before,” Al said. “Romeo, analyze those symbols.”


Romeo dismounted and approached the blue wall. He projected a beam of light illuminating the symbols.


“Figure anything out?” Al asked.


Romeo didn’t reply.


“Romeo?”


Juliet dismounted her aquaski and moved beside Romeo. She shined her light on his face. “Respond,” Juliet said. Romeo remained silent and motionless, his face showing a static field of blue with a black square in the center of it.


“Is he malfunctioning?” Bet asked.


“No malfunctions have been recorded in these forms since they were created,” Juliet replied.


“Great. Fix whatever’s wrong with him and let’s get out of here.”


“And make a recording of those symbols,” Al added.


Juliet moved closer to the wall of symbols. When she played her light across them, she too became immobile with the same pattern on her face.


“Juliet?” Bet said. When Juliet didn’t answer, Bet turned to her brother. “What’s going on?”


Al shook his head. “Not a clue. But it must have something to do with this place, and those symbols. I’ll make a scan so we can decipher them later.”


“Do it fast,” said Bet. “If we’re late, mom’s going to kill us.”


Al looked around the chamber. “Remember mom’s story about King Tut’s tomb? Maybe this place is cursed.”


“Mom told us about the Tooth Fairy too,” Bet replied. “What do we do about Romeo and Juliet?”


“How may I assist you?” Romeo asked.


A moment later, Juliet became active too.


“I register a reboot of my neural nexus,” Romeo said.


“As do I,” Juliet added. She switched to a private channel with Romeo. “Why did this occur?”


“I have no explanation,” Romeo sent back.


“We’re going home, now,” Bet said.


Al frowned. “Bet’s right. You two go straight to the skis and don’t look at those symbols,”


“Why?” Juliet asked.


“We’ll explain later,” Bet replied. “Just do it.”




Chapter Three


The house had the appearance of a twentieth-century Earth home with a peaked shingled roof and an old-fashioned veranda. David sat on the steps gazing up at a black canopy dappled with twinkling stars. Pam eased down beside him holding two glasses of lemonade.


David pointed at the stars. “There’s Virgo and that’s Sagittarius.” He sighed. “Except the sky isn’t real. None of this is.”


Pam handed him a glass. “This is. Picked the lemons myself this morning. One hundred percent four-dimensional fruit swimming in Europa’s finest desalinated water.”


David smiled at his wife. “Four dimensional lemons. I remember the first time you called them that.”


“Calmed your nerves, didn’t it?” Pam took a sip. “Maybe the sky’s a projection…”


“And the house is constructed from force fields,” David added.


“But it’s home.” Pam laughed. “Sure makes remodeling easy.”


David found Pam especially beautiful when she laughed. Her dazzling smile could light up any room, even a fake one. Seeing her smile was usually enough to brighten his mood, but not today.


“Our lemon trees are real,” Pam said. “And we’ll have apricots and oranges before you know it.”


“What about the pterodactyls perched in the lemon tree’s branches? Those beasts are freaking weird.”


“Those so-called beasts are magnificent, and they don’t eat the lemons.”


“What do they eat?” David asked.


“Rodents.”


“There aren’t any rodents on Europa,” David said.


Pam looked away. “There weren’t.”


“You resurrected prehistoric rodents?”


“Modern rats work fine.” Pam tried to sound nonchalant.


“I can’t believe you did that!”


“The pterodactyls have to eat, Honey. We can’t feed them lasagna.”


David held up his hand, stopping her from telling him anything else he didn’t want to know. They sipped their lemonades.


“Where are the kids?” Pam asked.


“Out on their aquaskis, as usual,” David replied.


“They’re late,” said Pam, frowning. “If it’s possible to get into mischief, those two will find a way.”


“Romeo and Juliet are with them. Nothing can happen.”


“In case you haven’t noticed, our two favorite Europans are acting a little strange these days.”


David chuckled. “You mean when Juliet goes into the garden and picks daffodils?”


“And Romeo follows after her with his lights flashing.” Pam stood. “Here come the kids. I told you. They look guilty.” She put her hands on her hips and adopted a stern expression.


“Hi, Mom,” said Bet, trying to sound nonchalant.


Al tried not to make eye contact.


“I’m waiting,” said Pam.


The twins looked at each other.


“Where are Romeo and Juliet?” David asked.


“With the aquaskis,” Bet replied.


“Think I’ll have a talk with them.”


“They’re having some issues,” Al added.


“Such as?”


“They’re, um, broken.”


“Not likely,” David scoffed. “Nothing breaks down around here, especially Europans.” He started towards the marina.


“Inside,” said Pam, pointing towards the house. “Clean up. Then it’s homework time.”


“Mom!” Al exclaimed. “My favorite show from Rigel III is on now.”


“Record it. Quantum mechanics, not reality vids tonight, Mister.”


Bet edged towards the front door.


“Not so fast, Missie. Don’t you have homework to do?”


“I don’t think so,” Bet said innocently.


“What about chores?”


“Don’t have any of those either.”


“The Menagerie?” Pam prompted.


Bet cringed. “What about it?”


“The duckbill dinosaur pen needs mucking. Grab a shovel.”


“Have you seen how much excrement those things put out!”


“Take a big shovel, honey. You’ll finish sooner.”


They stored the aquaskis on elevated platforms adjacent to the City’s main force field; an area David called the marina. When he arrived, Romeo was underneath one of the skis performing maintenance.


“The twins said you guys had some problems out there today,” David said.


“Both Aquaskis are operating within specified parameters,” Romeo replied.


“Not the skis, you and Juliet.”


“An unscheduled software reboot occurred, but all neural functions remain optimal


David was about to ask how it happened when everything was perfect on Europa and never broke down, but instead pointed at a pink glob stuck on the underside of one of the skis. “What’s that?”


Romeo extended a tentacle and pulled out a pinkish orb with a long segmented tail. “A sea animal. It has ceased to function. I will return it to the biosphere for recycling.”


“Mind if I take it back to the Menagerie?” asked David.


Romeo touched the ground and pulled up a glob of silver Europan matter. He formed it into a bubble around the dead sea animal and extended it to David. “For what purpose?”


“Thought I’d use it to play around with the DNA scanner in the Menagerie.”


“That activity is unnecessary. The nucleotide sequences of all animal life on Europa are recorded in the database,” Romeo said.


David shrugged. “I’m bored.”




Chapter Four


David waved as Al and Bet sped away on their Aquaskis with Romeo and Juliet riding shotgun. When they disappeared over the horizon, he frowned and let his arm fall to his side. Most days he awakened hoping to find that being on Europa was just a bad dream. He wanted to enjoy Europa like Pam did. Everything about Europa worked for her. The Bubble City was her Emerald City of Oz. The twins didn’t know any better. Unlike Pam or his kids, he greeted each day increasingly desperate to return to Earth.


To make matters worse, Pam’s favorite Earth movie was Jurassic Park in all its iterations. She watched at least one of the movies every week, or whatever amounted to a week on Europa. When she realized she could use Europan technology to resurrect living dinosaurs, and not the CG version, the temptation proved irresistible. In the movies, invariably some of the toothy beasts escaped and ate people. The thought of the same thing happening in his simulated neighborhood kept David awake at night, especially after Pam resurrected her first Tyrannosaurus Rex. To settle his nerves and keep him from going crazy, David needed to get away from Europa and go home, at least for a visit. He came up with a plan, which was why he was on his way to the Menagerie. Otherwise, he wouldn’t go near the place.


He trudged along the simulated country lane with the artificial sun warming his back, stopping to inhale the fragrance of honeysuckles that weren’t real. Along the way he encountered some of his wife’s creations, a herd of massive herbivore dinosaurs. “You guys should be bones mounted in a museum,” he muttered. He wanted to throw a rock at them, except the rocks weren’t real either. Like everything else on Europa, except remaining sane, resurrecting extinct animals was easy to do. The raw material, fossilized bones, could be found on Earth either buried in the ground or majestically posed in museums. Earth paleontologists had already discovered that some fossils contain preserved fragments of DNA and proteins. Those fragments could be reverse engineered into nucleic acids, but not nearly enough to stitch together a complete dinosaur genome, which was why Earth zoos didn’t have live dinosaurs on display. In Jurassic Park, the dinosaur’s DNA came from the stomachs of mosquitos trapped in amber. In theory, this could have provided a more intact genome if the mosquito had bitten a dinosaur just before getting stuck in tree sap, and if the mosquito hadn’t already digested the dinosaur’s blood. In Jurassic Park, the missing Tyrannosaurus Rex gene sequences were borrowed from similar animals, like reptiles and frogs, which wasn’t possible in real life.


Earth scientists knew that a bird, the modern descendant of dinosaurs, still contained the genes to make T-Rex teeth. Thankfully, for canaries, the genes for T-Rex teeth were switched off. The Europans could turn the rest of the T-Rex genes back on again. They could manipulate DNA to make a saber tooth cat out of a modern day tabby, or a dodo bird from a parakeet. Once Pam had mastered the art of gene manipulation, the Menagerie became a real life Jurassic Park filled with scores of interesting critters, or terrifying depending on your point of view. Pam had kept her resurrected prehistoric animals in habitats enclosed by invisible force fields. David found the invisible fences especially unnerving. He shuddered as he remembered Juliet suggesting that Pam resurrect extinct animals from other planets too. He hoped she hadn’t heard.


He continued along the path towards the Menagerie doing his best not to lapse into a full-blown depression. His mood had been darkening for weeks. Pam noticed him moping around and diagnosed it as a combination of cabin fever and homesickness. In time he’d get over it, she kept reassuring him. David reminded her more than once that the “cabin” in his supposed cabin fever was an illusion projected inside a force field bubble populated by immortal silver robots. Pam’s resurrection of living fossils that shook the fake soil as they lumbered about made their habitat even more surreal. As far as David was concerned, Lewis Carroll had to have been a Europan.


He knew that he needed Pam’s buy-in to go home. Unfortunately, Europa didn’t offer the usual ways a man could ingratiate himself with his wife. Flowers wouldn’t work. They’d be fake and she could create her own in endless variety in the blink of an eye just by saying flowers aloud. He couldn’t wash the dishes or take out the trash either. Romeo and Juliet handled most of the chores. He hoped Pam would see his participation in her hobby as the Earthly equivalent of taking ballroom dancing lessons.


David continued walking until he saw the simulated building housing the Menagerie and then slowed his pace. Pam thought it was funny that she’d designed the place to look like the entrance to Jurassic Park. He didn’t. After forcing his face into a smile, he entered the Menagerie and found Pam seated in front of a three-dimensional hologram of a Velociraptor. “You wouldn’t actually make one of those…would you?” he asked.


“Why not?” Pam replied.


“Don’t you remember what those guys did in your favorite movie?”


Pam waved her hand and the image of a Velocirpator disappeared. She pointed at the bubble with the dead sea creature tucked under David’s arm. “What’s that?” she asked.


“Road kill from an aquaski. Thought I’d join you in the lab, if you don’t mind some company.” He held up the bubble. “I’d like to start with something simple till I get the hang of the resurrection game.”
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